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Chapter 1: Scapa Flow 5th June 1916

Scapa Flow is bleak, barren and cold, notwithstanding that it is a sheltered anchorage, used for many decades by the British navy as a place to keep capital warships at an operational state of readiness. 

Sadly, the myth of security was punctured in 1939 by Korvettenkapitan Gunther Prien Captain of the German submarine U-47 who penetrated the defences of the base in an audacious mission planned by admiral Doenitz and sank the Jutland veteran Battleship HMS Royal Oak.

Some 23 years earlier, on the evening of the 5th of June 1916, a few days after the cataclysm of the Battle of Jutland, several ships were coaled and ready to leave the Anchorage. Through the afternoon various craft had come alongside HMS Hampshire, an eleven-year-old Devonshire class cruiser that had, days before experienced the Battle of Jutland and emerged unscathed as her crew had watched the carnage of exploding ships all around them. Accompanying the Hampshire, would be two destroyers HMS Unity and Victor.

Immediately after the Battle, the Hampshire’s experienced commanding officer , Captain Herbert Savill, a 46 year old from the County of Essex received orders to deploy to Archangelsk in the far north of Russia, and to convey to that port a diplomatic mission comprising Lord Kitchener the Secretary of State for War and his staff of 12 men, including Brigadier General Sir Hay Donaldson, the Chief technical Advisor to the Ministry of Munitions, Lt-Col Leslie Robertson, Director of Production at the Ministry of Munitions, Brigadier -General Wilfred Ellershaw, Kitchener’s ADC, Lt-Col O A Fitzgerald, Kitchener’s Personal Military Secretary, Second Lieutenant Robert McPherson the official translator for the mission, MR Hugh O’Beirne A Minister in the Foreign Office and Kitchener’s personal detective, Detective Sergeant McLoughlin of Scotland Yard, an Irishman with a strong record of service and loyalty.

The weather on this bleak Monday evening was threatening a storm and worsening by the hour, so much so that Admiral Jellicoe, commander of the Grand Fleet recommended to Kitchener over lunch, that they delay departure. Kitchener refused and at 5pm having had her original course amended, the Hampshire slipped her moorings and departed with the escorting destroyers. The weather continued to deteriorate  markedly, and the destroyers were ordered to return to port. 

Hampshire sailed on alone and through waters that had not been swept for mines in over a week. Unfortunately for those on board, a week earlier the German Submarine u-75 under the command of Kapitanleutnant Curt Beitzen had mined the passage supposedly following intelligence reports of Kitchener’s mission to Russia. HMS Hampshire struck one of those mines somewhere around 8pm and within 15 minutes had sunk. There were 12 survivors, none of whom were members of Kitchener’s party. It was reported that 4 boats launched from the sinking warship but despite an immediate search said to have taken place on land and at sea only bodies and a capsized boat were ever found. Twelve survivors were eventually found out of 749 men aboard

The wreck of HMS Hampshire lies approximately 213 feet down, one and a half miles off Marwick Head, which is, today a tranquil and scenic RSPB bird sanctuary on the Orkney Islands. The loss of the cruiser is mired in controversy over the actions of Kitchener, the Navy, and just how the Germans were so well informed of the mission to Russia.

Kitchener, the man whose face adorned possibly the most well-known recruiting poster ever seen, was the most senior officer from any side in the World War I conflict to die on active service. His body was never found, despite scurrilous rumours put about after the war, such as that he was living as a hermit in a cave.

There have been two enquiries into the sinking caused in part by the significance in the public eye of the losses, but also by conspiracy theories claiming that armed guards with bayonets on their rifles blocked attempts by locals to mount a rescue, and that the local lifeboat had been ordered not to put to sea.

Although the official conclusion is that the tragedy was just that, it is interesting to note that some of the official documentation around the mission to Russia and the sinking of the Hampshire were ordered to remain sealed until the early 2000’s. These documents specifically relate to Kitchener so threw no new light of the tragic events of that stormy night but nevertheless show a mindset of just how important this event was in British world war one naval thinking.
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Chapter 2 : 6th June 1916 Horse Guards London
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Captain John Cook was seated in a typically uncomfortable ante room  in the war office, having been summoned by telegram to meet with  a number of senior army officers. Nominally serving in the Durham Light Infantry he was prepared for the meeting to come, although for the life of him, he could find no reason for it in his recent conduct.

Although nominally on the strength of the DLI, John Cooks’ war had thus far been mostly fought on paper with several investigations and enquiries into various occurrences and happenstances  both at home and overseas. Informally he had been referred to as ‘the military policeman’ despite neither formal training nor experience as a detective. He enjoyed the patronage of his uncle who was determined to promote the young Captain and to protect his favourite niece by law from losing her husband in the mud of France and Belgium.

The highly varnished and polished oak doors on the eastern side of the room opened noiselessly and a head looked in.

‘We’re ready for you now Captain’ said the head and then disappeared leaving the doors ajar for Cook to walk through.

Sitting in a clearly pre-prepared semi-circle facing him were a General, three colonels, four Majors and a smattering of Lieutenants all bearing the gold braid of staff officers.

‘Come in, come in Captain. Take a seat’ ordered an elderly Colonel, one that Cook recognised as having retired about twenty years earlier. ‘How are you today er, er ummm, John’ he continued. Cook looked around before replying.

‘A little underdressed with all the gold I am seeing.’ He gave a sheepish grin that he hoped would cover his embarrassment.

‘Nonsense!’ came the reply ‘you are among friends. Tea?’ Cook nodded and a China cup and saucer was placed before him by an almost invisible steward.

Without any word of command, the room came to order and those not immediately concerned with the matter at hand promptly – and silently – left. The General, who introduced himself as ‘Worthington of the Berkshires’ Cook assumed that to be  a reference to the County Regiment, an infantry Regiment like his own, looked sternly at Cook.

‘Seen the Times young man?’

‘Yessir.

‘Bad business up in the Orkneys what?’

‘Indeed sir.’ 

‘This place is full of headless chickens running around, clucking hens. Question is. What are we going to do about it?

‘Public needs confidence.  Some bloody fools up there have started a bit of a flap. Stories of marines with weapons drawn intimidating the locals . . .’ One of the colonels a man Cook recognised and respected, joined in and took over.

‘The thing is John; the Navy seemed to have made quite a few mistakes in their handling of the situation. We’d rather like you to go up there and let us know what on earth is going on. Smooth the ruffled feathers if you can, and give us a clear picture. No whitewash mind, if you find something, we want to know. Any questions?

‘What was the Secretary of State for War doing at Scapa Flow? Isn’t that more the place for the First Lord of the Admiralty?

‘Kitchener was taking passage in a navy warship to Archangel, know where that is?

‘Of course, sir, northern Russia.’

‘The war is going badly for the Russians, and they need help. Obviously, they’ve got the beastly Germans bashing their way around the place, but they’ve also got problems within. Kitchener was not only on a fact-finding mission but also ascertaining how we could try and keep Russia in the war. Ties up thousands of the Bosche d’ye see. If Russia was defeated, they’d all come swarming over to the Western Front like a plague. In fact, it was the Russians who invited Kitchener, we’ve been buying munitions for them for ages drawn on Russian Treasury Bonds, and the Tsar’s thinking  was that a high-level visit would be good prestige and boost morale.

‘Travel accommodation and terms sir?’ asked Cook.

‘Your orders are being written now Captain, but your train leaves Kings Cross in an hour, so don’t hang about.’

Seizing the moment, Cook placed his cap on his head, threw his best parade ground salute to the assembled high and mighty, turned and marched out of the room.

‘Here you go sir’ said a uniformed corporal thrusting an envelope into his hand. The man was also carrying a suitcase and had a backpack over his shoulder. ‘Thanks Matt’ Cook nodded to the backpack’ you along for the ride as well?’

‘Course I am. Think your missus would see you go without me?’ The two men smiled, it being a standing joke that Lady Sarah, whilst deferring to nobody in admiration of her husband, trusted the street sense and bravado of Corporal Matthew Nicholson to keep him out of trouble.

‘Does she know where we’re going?’ asked Cook.

‘She does, and she orders you to come home safe, and’ Nicholls paused for effect ‘to look after me, because I’m special.’

‘She really said that’

‘She really did.’ The two men hailed a cab and in short time they were striding into the imposing entrance of Kings Cross Station, the bustling home in London of the Great Northern Railway.

‘Platform one sir’ called Nicholson having accosted a passing railwayman for information. He strode off purposefully, Cook in his wake.

John Cook had the foresight to dive into the envelope in his hands and withdraw the travel warrant stipulating travel for two military personnel as far as Thurso, far away on the north coast of Scotland. From there, they could catch the ferry from Scrabster to the Orkneys. Satisfied that Nicholson had ensured the travel plans were sufficient, Cook presented the warrant to the ticket barrier and was afforded entry to the platform. As he strode along, John Cook was conscious of the number of military uniforms on display. This was a country at war, and it showed, from the kilts of Scottish Regiments to the bell-bottom trousers of the Royal Navy, Cook acknowledged the many and varied salutes accorded to his rank and uniform.

‘Here we go sir!’ Cook could see Nicholson standing by a carriage door.

‘Matt, that’s first class

‘Read the warrant again sir’ Sure enough the document was made out for First Class travel, a most unusual event.

‘How did you ....’

‘Ah well sir, it wasn’t entirely my doing’ which meant that it was, thought Cook.

‘Enlighten me’

‘Well sir, there’s this clerk back in Whitehall, and she’s kind of sweet on me.’

‘You mean you’ve made yet more promises you cannot hope to meet’

‘Something like that sir. Anyway, this Irene, that’s her name sir, Irene, she had some unused first-class travel warrants so. . .. ‘

‘You persuaded her to part with them.’

‘Only the two for the trip north, we’re roughing it on the way home.’

‘Well done, Matty. Tea and Iced buns are on me.’

Thank you, sir. Most appreciated, I’m sure.

‘You there! Corporal. Yes you! Where on earth do you think you are going.?’ The voice belonged to a sergeant, one of the new breed of parade ground bullies that were proudly turning  office clerks into solders by marching them up and down all day.

Nicholson put a restraining hand on Cooks arm. ‘Me Sarge? Well, I’m getting on my train, aren’t I?

‘You are goin’ the wrong way sonny, oh my word yes. France, where your mates are fighting, is that way – he pointed east but knew he meant south- whereas this here train is off to bonny Scotland which is where the Jocks live. Care to explain yourself?’

‘Very well Sergeant’ said Nicholson, ‘me and Captain Cook here are off to the Orkneys.’

‘Captain Cook’ repeated the sergeant with incredulity in his voice’ bit of an explorer, is he? You must think I’m an idiot.’

John Cook stepped forward and acknowledged the salute from the other man.

‘Captain John Cook, can I assist you sergeant?

‘Well sir, yes sir, I am asking the corporal here where he is going.’

‘He is with me and yes, we are going to the Orkney Islands. Here are our travel documents, you’ll find they are in order.’ The sergeant scrutinised the warrant and merely commented that he was only doing his duty. Cook wished him well and ushered Nicholson on to the train, slamming the carriage door behind them.

‘Jumped up little pimple’ seethed Nicholson.

‘Stop it Matt’ ordered Cook.

‘What gives him the right . . ..

‘I said stop it. And that’s an order. Understood?’

‘Yessir.’ 

The two men sat in a very comfortable compartment as the train eased its way from the platform and within minutes, they were looking at the new buildings going up as London expanded ever further north. 

At Peterborough they were joined in the compartment by a lady and her daughter. The lady turned out to be just that as the wife of the Bishop of Lincoln. Nicholson was much more interested in the young lady, Amelia, who was 24, unmarried and missing her fiancé who was serving his country in the trenches. She seemed interested to find out more from the two gentlemen she was travelling with as both were also in the army. Her mother remained aloof and distant like a battlecruiser on the horizon. The two ladies were travelling to Leeds to meet with the bishop who had been attending a conference there. Nicholson seized the initiative pointing out that they would all therefore be changing trains at York and inviting mother and daughter to share a pot of tea with himself and Cook there.

‘I fear it would not be appropriate corporal’ announced the mother with a definite emphasis on the rank as if to imply that in her august opinion a mere corporal would never have been introduced to soap. Nicholson bristled at the rejection and was about to his case when Cook stepped in.

‘We quite understand your Ladyship’ announced Cook. The tea rooms at the station are always so busy and finding a table can be most tiresome.’

‘Indeed, so young man. I do thank you for your understanding.’

‘And I don’t Know if Matthew here has sufficient funds to provide for tea for two ladies.’

‘of course I do sir’ pleaded Nicholson, his eyes darting between  the mother and the daughter.

‘I think the decision is made corporal,’ said Cook.

‘Indeed, it is’ confirmed the mother.

‘Although I am sure that as chivalrous gentlemen, we would have no qualms in escorting the ladies to their next train.’

Amelia’s eye lit up at this, and she was effusive in her gratitude to the two soldiers. Her mother graciously smiled an acknowledgement of the courtesy. 

As the train pulled into York, Cook helped the two women with their luggage onto the platform and then nodded at the large and heavy suitcase to Nicholson who had clear difficulty in lifting it. 

‘Leeds  sir? Platform 3, over the bridge and it’s clearly signposted’ said a porter in response to Cook’s enquiry. 

‘Over the bridge Matt' called Cook in an upbeat tone.

‘Thank you, sir, I heard,’ replied his companion, who was quite red in the face and perspiring freely.

‘We do appreciate your assistance Captain’ said the Bishops wife. ‘Porters are so hard to come by these days, and one feels obliged to pay for the smallest assistance.’

‘A lot of railwaymen have joined up ma’am’ said Cook by way of reassurance, ‘and I can state that Corporal Nicholson needs no payment from yourself.’

‘Someone possibly disagrees’ said the lady looking at her daughter fiercely. ‘Amelia get out of the way and stop being a nuisance!’

Eventually the four of them arrived on platform 3 where they were approached by a uniformed member of staff. Once explanations were given, the man rather took charge and hefted the heavy case toward a bench, remarking that the express to Leeds would arrive in 15 minutes, Cook and Nicholson were directed back the way they had come to catch the service to Edinburgh with stops in Darlington, Durham, Newcastle, Berwick and Dunbar.

Cook and the two women sat gratefully on the bench exchanging light-hearted comments about its relative comfort compared to the railway carriage they had so recently occupied. Of Nicholson there was no sign, until another uniformed person arrived bearing a tray with two delicate teacups.

‘Here we are ladies’ he announced ’courtesy of the young gentleman over yonder.’ He inclined his head to where Nicholson was strolling along the platform seemingly without a care in the world. He motioned for the women to put their purses away when they made to pay and then departed, deftly catching a silver coin flipped to him by the corporal.

‘Nicely done Matt ‘said Cook quietly as the younger man passed.

‘Corporal Nicholson, thank you so so much’ enthused the mother. ‘Perfect timing young man.’

‘Glad to be of service’ he responded. ‘Here’s your train my ladies he announced as a shiny locomotive hissed clanked and whooshed its way to a standstill, allowing the two soldiers a few moments to stow luggage and find seats for the women.

‘Captain! Called the mother, forgive me but we never formally introduced ourselves, I am Lady Barrington, and this is my daughter Amelia, betrothed to become the Countess of Bradford as soon as this horrible war is won.’

‘Your servants Lady Barrington’ said Nicholson grandly, I have the honour to present the Honourable Captain John Cook and his long-suffering assistant corporal Matthew Nicholson esquire. However, we must beg your forgiveness as you are leaving us.’ Indeed, from the whistles of the guard and platform staff, this appeared to be so, and the two men found themselves trudging over the bridge to await their own train north.

‘Did I get any change?’ asked Cook,

‘Change sir?

‘For the teas Matt.’

‘Here you go sir’ said the main depositing coins into the officers outstretched hand. ‘Nicely done if I may say so.’

‘You may, you awful man,’ laughed Cook.

The next two hours passed in amiable silence as the two men enjoyed the journey save for an officious ticket inspector who joined the train at Newcastle upon Tyne and refused to accept the travel warrant as legitimate, in fact he became so difficult that he took the warrant and left the train at Berwick to check what he referred to as the ‘bona fides.’ He was gone for some time before reboarding he train and almost threw the documents at Nicholson, announcing grandly that all appeared to be in order. He was somewhat flummoxed when Nicholson asked his name.

‘Why do you need to know that? asked the man. Cook responded.

‘Two Reasons; The first is to check your bone fides through our superior at the Ministry of War. And the second is in case we meet another arse hanging out of a hat, so we know what to do.’

‘Nicholson laughed but the railway inspector stood scowling.

‘Right, you two. Get off my train.’ ordered the man and he began to reach for Cook’s baggage. A scuffle ensued and the train guard arrived and physically intervened to get between the three men.

When order was restored, the guard took command of the situation and insisted that they all left the carriage to resolve the situation. He recommended that Nicholson bring his and Cook’s baggage. Cook was furious but complied.

Invited by the guard to explain the fracas Cook recounted what he saw as the facts. The guard then turned to the other man.

‘Inspector Armstrong?’

The ticket man then began a lengthy harangue about how one of the passengers – and he pointed at Nicholson – had been continually disrespectful, how the travel warrant was decidedly suspect in his opinion and how he had the authority to eject the men from the train. By this time the remaining passengers on the train were becoming visibly frustrated by the delay.

‘What I propose is this’ decided the guard in a tone that invited no contrary opinion. ‘Inspector, you take the next train back to Newcastle and continue your duties. You two gentlemen can re-board but only on two conditions; the first is that you travel at my discretion, and any further disturbance will result in you being left at the stop of my choosing; the second is that assuming you are still on board at Waverley, you accompany me to the Station Masters’ office where we will check your travel documents. Are we in agreement?’

‘We are,’ said Cook. Armstrong made to object, but the guard assured him that he should depart and await a telephone call in Newcastle. The guard and the two uniformed soldiers then got back on the train that swiftly departed and crossed the border into Scotland.

‘How robust are our travel documents?’ asked Cook casually as the two men sat with a cup of tea before them courtesy of a very attentive steward.

‘As good as they can be sir’ answered Nicholson in a slightly offended tone. ‘Signed by the Home Secretary himself, I might add.’

‘Well, that’s a positive, as long as you didn’t forge it?’

‘Perish the thought sir!’

With a hiss of steam, the locomotive slid into the allotted platform at Edinburgh’s Waverley Station
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Chapter 3: Edinburgh
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At Cook’s insistence, the two soldiers alighted from the train with their luggage and waited upon the arrival of the train guard, who, true to his word, took them to the Station Masters Office and explained the situation to one of the harassed clerks.

‘One moment gentlemen’ the clerk announced, ‘this is not an uncommon problem in these parts.’ He turned to the guard. ‘You can leave this with me Horace, and I’ll sort it.’

‘Understood, but I need to call Newcastle, to explain, you understand?’

‘’Was it Sid Armstrong again?’ the guard nodded somewhat sheepishly.

‘That bloody man. I’ll make that call too, get yourself away home for the night.’ The guard left the office and the clerk stood in front of the two soldiers.

‘Right gentlemen, which one of you two is the explorer?’ In response to their blank faces, he explained ‘Captain Cook?’

‘Oh, me’ confirmed John Cook, feeling it necessary to show his rank insignia.

‘And that makes you Corporal Nicholson by a process of elimination.

‘Well, your travel warrants are perfectly in order, so here you are’ and he handed the documents back ‘and all I must do now is phone Newcastle and give that stuck up moron a piece of my mind, and that, let me tell you, will be a pleasure. Your connecting train to Inverness, will be departing Platform 12 in seven minutes, so get a move on and safe journey.’

Cook thanked the man and outside the office, stopped a porter and asked for directions to platform 12. 

***
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‘WELL, YOU’RE ON THE right train for now, gentlemen’ said the  guard, ‘but when we get to Inverness, you’ll have a decision to make Stay the night or push on to Thurso. It’s another eight hours at least.’

‘Do our warrants allow us the break?’

‘Certainly, they do, and if you’ll take my advice, a sleep in a comfortable bed is a fine idea...

‘Thank you for your concern’ said Cook ‘we shall discuss your suggestion.’ The guard moved away.

‘No contest for me sir. My backside is already numb, and I couldn’t do another eight hours of this.’

‘Not even in first class luxury Matt?’

‘No sir.’

‘Decisions made then, but we pay for the hotel ourselves.’


‘Righty ho Captain.’



As the locomotive hissed its way into Inverness the two soldiers alighted and immediately saw what they sought, the Station Hotel looked solid, warm and inviting and they quickly walked into the imposing building.

‘Good evening’ said Cook to the desk clerk.

‘Good evening gentlemen’ said the man pleasantly. ‘Are ye wanting to stay the night.’

‘yes, please if you have two single rooms?’

‘One moment sir, I’ll check.’ And in the way that is standard for all hotel staff the world over, he made a great show of checking his ledgers before announcing his findings. ‘You are in luck it would seem; our last two rooms can be yours, dinner or just bed and breakfast?’

Nicholson fidgeted to attract Cook’s attention but knowing the corporal’s reluctance to pay for anything, Cook took charge.

‘Full works please.’

‘Right, you are sir, that’ll be three pounds ten for the night. Dinner will be served in the restaurant over yonder and the last sitting commences in half an hour. I’ll get you shown to your rooms.’

Cook paid the man, waving away Nicholson’s interruptions, and took the receipt offered.

‘Donald’ called the clerk to a liveried man, ‘take these gentlemen to their rooms please ‘and handed over two keys with brass fobs having the numbers stamped into them.

A long five minutes later having climbed many stairs they were each in small but well-appointed rooms. Cook sat on a very comfortable bed, whilst Nicholson in his own room stretched out full length on his until there was a knock at the door.

‘Come in Sir’

‘I just thought we could do the usual debrief, over dinner perhaps?’

‘Right you are, are we ready?’ said the corporal rolling off his bed.

The two men walked back downstairs to the restaurant and were seated with a flourish by the Maître D who seemed enthusiastic to have two men in uniform under his care. Ever watchful, Nicholson noticed the man was limping.

‘Where did you cop that leg?’ he asked.

‘Wipers 1914 corp’ said the man obviously referring to the Battle of Ypres in November of the year. ‘Stopped a bullet with my thigh, but it was a home run. The surgeons ripped me leg open, took it out, stitched me up and I came back to my old job. Have yous two been to the Front?’

‘A few times, yes,’ said Nicholson. ‘Didn’t enjoy it much, too loud for my liking.’

‘Ah know what you mean corp. I was a sergeant meself, Royal Highlanders’ he added proudly.

‘The Black watch are a fine body of fighting men Sergeant’ said Cook, we are honoured to have met you.’

‘Thank you, sir, are ye staying long wi’ us.’

‘Sadly no, we press on tomorrow for Thurso and then on to the islands.’

‘You’ll no see many happy faces up there sir, not since that poor ship went down with His Lordship aboard.’

‘Indeed not. Can I ask what you’d recommend on tonight’s menu? There followed a detailed discussion of the merits of the venison or the roast pork, and choices made, the former soldier made his way back to his station to greet yet more diners.

‘Right then Matt, what do we know and where are we at?’ This was the usual discussion at the start of every investigation. The bedrock of the case.

‘Very well sir, what we know is the same as the public record; Lord Kitchener, the Minister for War, was on his way to Russia on a diplomatic mission to see the Tsar. Hir chosen method of transport was the cruiser HMS Hampshire, and she was to be escorted by two destroyers from Scapa Flow. The weather was awful and all that seems to be known as a fact is that the Hampshire blew up and sank.’

‘An excellent summary Matt. So, let’s map out our initial enquiries, shall we?’ He ticked points off on his fingers as Nicholson made notes in a book he kept in his uniform.

‘One who chose the ship? Two, who decided when she sailed? Three are we aware of any dodgy characters nearby? And four what are those shifty bastards in the NA in Berlin up to? Anything else come to mind?’

‘No sir, just my usual desire to stroll into 70 Konnigratzer Strasse and interrogate that Otto von Diedrichs until he tells us everything.’

‘Sadly Matt, Admiral von Diedrichs is a commissioned officer, so you are unlikely to get your chance. But I’ll let you join in if I get the opportunity. Like you, I’d love to know what our friends in the Nachrichten Abteilung have been up to, and of course I suspect their devious little minds of having some involvement.

At this point the soup arrived, and discussion was suspended for the duration of their meal.
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Chapter 4 : The next morning 7th December
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Cook was in a foul mood caused largely by the difficulty in getting a telephone link to London the previous evening. The operator’s explanation that there was a war just served to enrage him still further and the hurried call with home before they were disconnected had not improved his mood.

Breakfast had helped somewhat, the quality of the bacon and sausages being sublime and before long the two soldiers were back in the station, waiting for the train to take them as far north as railways ventured.

Cook had always loved railways, the sights sounds and smells combining to create an emotional response of safety and wellbeing, and as such it was his preferred mode of transport.  

Cook and Nicholson had made themselves comfortable in the First-Class carriage and just before the train departed a ticket inspector came round the train to check paperwork. He took time to scrutinise the warrants handed over by Nicholson and then asked.

‘Am I addressing Mister Cook by any chance?’

’You are’ replied Cook.

‘There is a message for you sir, if you’ll allow me one moment.’ The man rummaged around his uniform pockets before locating the piece of paper he wanted

‘Destroyer Unity  will transfer Capt J Cook and Cpl M Nicholson from Scrabster to Scapa Flow for rendezvous with Senior Naval Officers pertinent to mission. Do not take civilian ferry transport’ Signed Beatty.’

Taken slightly aback at the provenance of the message, Cook asked whether the man knew of HMS Unity’s proposed departure, the inspector sucked air though his teeth.

‘Well, it’ll not be in daylight today sir. We don’t get into Thurso until long after the sun has set.’

‘How so?’ enquired Nicholson amiably.

‘The journey to Thurso is about five hours gentlemen, and with stops for coal and water, it’ll be the best part of seven, but you’ll get there tonight.’

‘We are obliged for your assistance’ said Cook who turned to Nicholson and spoke. ‘That’s a development Matt?’

‘You’re not kidding sir, the Unity was one of the two destroyers escorting the Hampshire, so we can start work once we are aboard. By now doors were slamming shut and whistles were blowing as the train eased out of the Highland capital and gathered speed on its long journey north.

‘ So where do you think we’ll spend the night?’ asked Nicholson.

‘I’d be hoping we can get on the Unity ’ replied Cook, ‘and then press on in the morning.’

‘I think that sounds like a plan sir.’

Time and the dramatic Scottish scenery passed them by, the two men were engrossed in the investigation to come, and in truth both knew that it would tax them. Cook was always suspicious of authority, and the Navy did rather like to impose their opinions on all and sundry. For Nicholson, he could not abide the thought of travelling by sea, boats had always made him feel sick, and he had studied the weather forecasts at the hotel in Inverness where the helpful staff had assured him that at this time of year, any crossing to the Orkneys would be very rough. He sensed that they were aware of his trepidation and enjoyed explaining  just how bad the crossing would be.

In what felt like a repeat of the previous day the two soldiers arrived in Thurso on schedule and determined to find a taxi for the short ride to the port of Scrabster. By now, the two of them were weary from the travelling and experienced aches and pains that Cook resolved to soak away in a hot bath whenever possible.

Exiting the station, posters proclaimed them welcome to the most northerly town in Britain, causing Nicholson to ask Cook if that were true.

‘Yes, at our current latitude we are further north than the southern part of Norway’ replied Cook.

‘No wonder it feels so bloody parky’ opined Nicholson, shivering further into his army greatcoat.

Finding a taxi was not the easiest of tasks but fortunately the local driver knew the railway timetable and was waiting in hope of a fare. When Cook asked to be taken to the jetty in Scrabster the man was effusive in his greeting but sombre in deference to the recent tragedy. As the vehicle set off the driver was inclined to talk, asking where they had travelled from and the nature of their visit. Cook explained carefully that they had come from London and were on War Office business allowing the driver to volubly explain the terrible events of just a few days previously. One fact he imparted was that the local people on the island had been held back at gunpoint from setting out to sea to search for survivors. Cook saw and approved that Nicholson took notes as they drove along.

Mercifully the journey was short, some five minutes maximum, and the taxi pulled alongside a grimy grey warship that looked tired and a bit careworn. Cook paid the fare, and the two soldiers walked over to the gangway that proudly proclaimed the ship to be HMS Unity.

‘Permission to come aboard’ called Cook to the navy personnel at the head of the gangway.

‘Depends on who you are chum?’ answered a voice. Nicholson took over

‘Captain J Cook and Corporal M Nicholson reporting as ordered by Admiral Sir David Beatty for passage to Scapa Flow.’

‘You’re the chaps we’ve been expecting, up you come’ said a cheerful man in a peaked cap with a single gold stripe on the sleeve of his uniform.

‘Remember to salute as you go aboard Matt’ said Cook under his breath.

‘Beg pardon sir, why?’

‘Navy custom and tradition and we need them on our side.’

‘Righty Ho captain, lead on.’

At the head of the gangway the two men threw up parade ground salutes acknowledged by  the small welcoming party that now included a man in a duffel coat who stepped forward
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