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Introduction

THIS BOOK TELLS THE story of Churchill’s Pirates – the seafaring group of men and women who saw action on thousands of little ships around the world during the Second World War. The success of the Allies in some of the war’s most pivotal campaigns would not have been possible were it not for their contribution. They mineswept sea-lanes and ports to prevent Hitler from starving Britain; they participated in the extraordinary events at Dunkirk; they protected convoys from German U-boat wolfpacks in the Atlantic; they ran the gauntlet of the Arctic convoys to Russia; they fought the war in the Mediterranean; and they endured the mangrove swamps of Burma. Churchill’s Pirates also played a crucial but often overlooked part in the success of the D-Day landings in the summer of 1944 ‘The successful landing of the large invasion armies in France was the measure of the victory of the little ships,’ said Andrew Cunningham, the First Sea Lord, in January 1945’.1

At the beating heart of Churchill’s pirate fleet was the Royal Naval Patrol Service (RNPS) – a navy within a navy brought together at the beginning of the war to fight the Nazis and their fellow Axis nations. Their service came at a heavy price: officially, over 3,000 men of the RNPS lost their lives in six years of war, and more than 400 boats and ships were sunk – greater than any other branch of the Royal Navy.2 The losses of minesweeping trawlers alone were over 22 per cent.3

‘Amid the torrent of violent events,’ observed Churchill, ‘one anxiety remained supreme. Battles might be won or lost, enterprises might succeed or miscarry, territories might be gained or quitted, but dominating all our power to carry on the war, or even keep ourselves alive, lay our mastery of the ocean routes and the free approach and entry to our ports.’4

The efforts of the 70,000 men who served in the Patrol Service – comprising fishermen who had known nothing else but life on the ocean wave as well as ordinary men who had never seen the sea–and the thousands of recruits to the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS) who supported them–are largely forgotten. But Churchill was in no doubt as to the vital role they played. ‘The work you do is hard and dangerous. You rarely get and never seek publicity; your only concern is to do your job, and you have done it nobly. You have sailed in many seas and all weathers. This work could not be done without loss, and we mourn all who have died,’ he said.5

Churchill’s Pirates were born of necessity. Their initial reckoning was in the dark days of 1939 and 1940, when the threat of invasion loomed large, and Britain was on the front line of the war against Nazi-occupied Europe. As the Battle of Britain raged in the skies above, a separate bloody battle was taking place on the seas below, with Germany aggressively mining the seas and stalking ships with submarines, to create what one Luftwaffe secret report called ‘a perpetual war in miniature’.6 As First Lord of the Admiralty – and later as Prime Minister – Churchill knew something had to be done, and fast. Ships and their brave crews were needed to ‘sweep’ for mines and constantly clear passages through which shipping could pass. The nation’s saviours came in the form of thousands of fishermen whose boats were transformed into fighting ships to keep Britain from being strangled into submission. ‘Our volunteers from the fishing fleets seem to have taken a liking to it, because everybody knows how very necessary it is to the country and that the job has to be done by men bred to the sea,’ said Churchill soon after war had broken out.7

As German pressure mounted, so too did the service’s casualties. In one of the most intense periods of activity, from June to November 1940, over 100 little vessels were lost – half of them blown up by enemy mines, while the rest were sunk by German aircraft, torpedoes or crushed by the unrelenting seas.8 Fishing communities going back generations in towns like Grimsby, Hull and Fleetwood were ripped apart as whole crews went down with their boats. Hull boasted a fleet of 191 trawlers in July 1939, but by VE day in May 1945 ninety-six, just over half, had been lost. Grimsby lost over 600 fishermen on naval service during the same period.9 The Nore – the Royal Navy’s base on the Thames Estuary – saw a third of its minesweeping fleet destroyed. At times, their loss rates must have felt like they were up there with the darkest days of Bomber Command.

The men who initially formed Churchill’s Pirates were an eclectic bunch. An admiral in charge of minesweepers on the east coast of England noted, ‘they were men of the sea, rough, sturdy, undisciplined, accustomed mostly to pleasing themselves as to the manner of doing their work’.10 Yet many knew the sea of their ‘beat’ and all its characteristics like the back of their hand. The most experienced skippers were said to have the ability to ‘smell’ shoals of fish in peacetime and knew where to find the best catches, even in the dark, without the need for charts. Some had the same talent hunting mines. One, HMT Rolls Royce – a rusting trawler from Grimsby which ended up being sponsored by its luxury car namesake – swept a record 197 mines thanks to its cerebral skipper, a former scholar from a prestigious public school who had decided on an unlikely career in deep-sea fishing before the war.

In the early months of the service, with ships desperately needed to defend the homeland, there was little time for the niceties of basic training, discipline or a uniform – even if the fishermen and trawlermen had wanted to wear one. But as the war became ever more intense and the casualties grew, so the ranks of fishermen were joined by volunteers who had never seen the sea – shopkeepers, accountants, factory workers and doctors who were rapidly trained in the way of the seas.

And while it was the men of the trawlers, drifters and whalers of the Royal Naval Patrol Service who made up the bulk of Churchill’s Pirates, I have also sought to include the extraordinary stories of other volunteers who served on the small vessels, including tugboats, paddle steamers, weekend pleasure yachts and sailing boats, often pitted against overwhelming odds. The book will also reveal the exciting role played by Churchill’s Pirates in Britain’s clandestine war behind enemy lines, involving some of the leading figures in naval intelligence, including future James Bond author, Ian Fleming.

Conditions in the small boats could be appalling. While some trawlers and drifters were built for endurance, many of the pleasure yachts and private boats also requisitioned into the Patrol Service were built as fair-weather craft. But now they were often on duty for days or even weeks without a break. One ship was at sea for 84 of the first 95 days of the war.11

After weeks of listening to the crude squawks of seagulls accompanying his ship at sea, one sailor longed simply to hear again the sweet song of a blackbird in a hedgerow.

Ashore, the cinema provided a much-needed distraction. In Which We Serve, the patriotic 1942 war film directed by Noël Coward, was one of the most accurate depictions of life in the service, although it was lacking in some respects. ‘As for the language, well’, one armed trawlerman wrote to a friend after watching it. ‘I think it made the picture to a certain extent, for when you are attacked as they were on the raft and on board, sailors don’t say “here comes those bally huns”, instead the oaths would seem to keep you going. I’ll never forget having a shipmate killed by a cannon shell at my side … I’m not in the habit of swearing myself, but that afternoon I called that Jerry everything I could lay my tongue to as I took over my pal’s gun.’12

The little boats toiled in rough seas with waves as high as a three-storey house. Men faced the constant spectre of death every second of the day or night: from powerful German E-boats, attacks from the air, torpedoes fired by U-boats, and mines. In the early months of the war, many had no defensive guns or armament apart from rudimentary weapons, such as an Edwardian 12-pound gun. If they managed to avoid being blown sky-high, they risked death in the murky, cold seas. ‘The sea is entirely impersonal and bathes you or drowns you with equal indifference,’ observed one sailor.13

Living conditions varied tremendously. In some vessels, sea water sloshed about the lower decks. Sleep was often impossible, even for the most experienced salty sea dogs. ‘It is cold; it is horribly wet,’ wrote a 67-year-old navigator and former rear admiral who had come out of retirement and joined a yacht. ‘The constant motion and the muscular effort necessitated by the strain of keeping more or less upright are exhausting to the degree that compels a dangerous tendency to sleep standing up with one’s eyes open.’14

The winters were so harsh that, even off the coast of England, the bitter cold meant ‘handkerchiefs actually froze as we blew our noses’, remembered one seaman.15 On those rare occasions when they had some time to relax, some men could be found trying to snatch sleep curled around the funnel base, where it was warm, or in an engine room alleyway, rather than retreat to their bunks below where they might become trapped if the ship hit a mine or was attacked. Many ships were inundated with rats, cockroaches and mice. Some kept cats and dogs on board to keep the vermin at bay. They soon became good-luck mascots – one even had an inflated condom attached to its collar as a lifejacket – while a dachshund called ‘Bombproof Bella’ was adopted by the crew of a 50-year-old trawler, because she brought good fortune. The ship was bombed many times but never hit, and the ratings refused to set to sea without Bella by their side.16

Perhaps the most brutal conditions were experienced by those men who served on the Arctic convoys, where snow and ice from frozen sea spray had to be chipped away from the decks to avoid the top-heavy boats capsizing.

To survive in such extremes, camaraderie was crucial and, like the aircrew of Bomber Command, the ships’ crews of Churchill’s Pirates depended on each other and on the ships on which they served. They often came from the same coastal towns, from all walks of life. Skippers might be related by birth and marriage to cooks and deckhands, and might live in the same streets. There was a certain amount of free and easy familiarity, which did not always accord with the tradition of the navy.17 Many bonded into tight units. They lived and died together and felt they had something more special than the rest of the Royal Navy. ‘The trawlermen were individual friends who knew each other’s families,’ recalled one former seaman who had joined a minesweeping vessel mainly manned by fishermen. ‘They took me onto shore and introduced me to their families as one of them. And with their own personal relationships, they were friends rather than shipmates.’18

The ships manned by Churchill’s Pirates didn’t care for the regulation ages of service, either. While technically only men aged between 18 and 45 (later 60) were allowed, many much older volunteers slipped through the net, and some crews would have made Methuselah blush. The four officers on one anti-submarine yacht were aged between 58 and 67.19 One wrote in a letter to a friend:


I begin to wonder what we elderly men are doing here at all. In our mess we are all past the limits of military age. There are plenty of much younger grandfathers. Yet the call of the sea was so strong and insistent … why should we feel absolutely at home under conditions that would not be tolerated for a moment by other men of our age, or any, age? Frankly, I do not know.20



Churchill saluted this ‘iron, unyielding, unwearying tenacity of the British character’.21 The reality was often rather different, and the iron tenacity could crack. According to contemporaneous research looking at psychiatry in the RNPS, at least 5,000 men who went through RNPS training were referred for psychiatric assessment throughout the war – around 6 per cent of the service’s total strength.22 Most of these cases was caused by ‘war experiences’ – in other words, the action at sea in the little boats.

Many men and women who served in their ranks felt their efforts have been overlooked. Now, the very few that remain are in their late nineties or older, and the interviews I conducted while researching this book are the first time many have publicly spoken about their experience – for all, it will most probably be the last. And with the last living link to the handful of surviving veterans just a few years from being broken for ever, the time is now right for a new account of their contribution, so future generations never forget the sacrifices that were made for their benefit. As one veteran said to me on the phone: ‘I’ve phoned to say I’m one of Mr Churchill’s Pirates. I’m almost a hundred years old, and I’d be pleased to finally tell somebody my story.’23

No one quite knows exactly how Churchill’s Pirates picked up their moniker. According to one apocryphal tale, as he walked along the quayside at a seaside port in England in 1940, Churchill spotted some men in dirty overalls, fishing jumpers and bandanas working on an old fishing trawler which had been converted into a minesweeper. ‘Who are they?’ he asked, gesturing with his cigar. Told it was a small ship of the Royal Naval Patrol Service, he smiled and said: ‘They are like a lot of bloody pirates.’24

This is their story.




Part One



THE MAKING OF CHURCHILL’S PIRATES

(AUGUST–OCTOBER 1939)




CHAPTER ONE

Sowing Death

JUST AFTER MIDNIGHT ON Saturday, 2 September 1939, under overcast skies at Wilhelmshaven naval base in north-west Germany, a German U-boat quietly slipped out of its berth and into the North Sea to sow death.

The crew were excited. After months of training, they had left port on the ship’s first war patrol – a highly clandestine mission which might just lead to their first action. The whispered talk on board was of imminent war with Britain, and then what? While no one knew the exact answer, what they did know is that this was no training operation. U-13 could carry six torpedoes fired from three tubes in the bow. A handful of special underwater mines had also been loaded under great secrecy, each 7.5 feet long and carrying an explosive charge of 1,230 pounds – more than enough to sink a decent-size ship given half a chance.

Inside the cramped, gloomy cabin, 29 young men of the German Navy – known as the Kreigsmarine – tried to concentrate on the operation ahead amid the hum of two 350hp diesel engines which propelled the 140ft-long submarine at a steady 12 knots. As subs went, U-13 was as no-frills as it got. The Type IIb U-boat, laid down in 1935, was primarily designed to prepare German naval officers for command. It made a pretty good training vessel, but due to its small size and propensity to roll heavily, the crews nicknamed it Einbäume – the canoe.1 It was claustrophobic, hot and stank of sweat and oil. Most of the men lived and ate forward of the control room – the brains of the ship – sharing 12 bunks in rotation. Cooking and sanitary facilities were basic and there was no time to be squeamish about privacy.

At 5.55 a.m., a few miles off the northern coast of Germany, the ship’s dashing commander – 30-year-old Karl Daublebsky von Eichhain – gave the order for a practice crash dive. The helmsman sounded the alarm bell and shouted, ‘Alarm!’ so that every man on board – even those off-duty in their bunks – heard the command and had to repeat the order out loud. He immediately put both engine telegraphs on ‘Dive’ and switched the engine telegraph receivers to ‘E motor’. The diesel engines were shut down, the clutches disengaged, and the electric motors switched to ‘Ahead Grosse Fahrt’ – three-quarter speed.

The background throb of the 4-stroke diesel engines was replaced by a gentle whine as the pair of 180hp electric motors kicked in to power the brace of 3ft-long propellor shafts. With the conning-tower hatch safely latched and the vents opened, water flooded into the ballast tanks. The diving planes were set ‘forward hard down’, ‘aft midships’, and the bow of the submarine began to drop. Within thirty seconds, its steel hull had sunk below the surface, where it stalked through the inky-black sea at around seven knots, heading east.2 Over the following hours, von Eichhain ordered four more crash dives in succession. He had to be certain that every man under his command knew their role perfectly.

Finally, he was satisfied. U-13 was ready to kill. Now, it just needed the signal.

The following morning, on Sunday, 3 September 1939 at 11.15 London time, from the Cabinet Room of Number 10 Downing Street, British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced in a five-minute broadcast on the BBC Home Service that, as Hitler had failed to respond to British demands to leave Poland, ‘This country is at war with Germany’. The Second World War had begun.

Immediately after Chamberlain had announced war, the air-raid sirens across the city blared. Many expected German bombers to attack and reduce every building to rubble. From his flat near Victoria Station, Winston Churchill looked on as dozens of silvery barrage balloons rose over the rooftops of the capital. He then grabbed a bottle of brandy and hurried to the nearest basement shelter along the street with his wife Clementine, and waited for the bombs to fall. But it was a false alarm, triggered by a lone unidentified aircraft spotted miles to the east of the Thames Estuary.

Down the road at the Foreign Office in Whitehall, Jock Colville – a young diplomat who would soon be privy to the goings-on at the very heart of Downing Street as secretary to the prime minister – emerged blinking into the strong sunshine following the all-clear. ‘We seemed remarkably ill-prepared for Armageddon … ever since war was declared the sun has shone with unremitting splendour,’ he scribbled in his diary. ‘There is nothing about the gaily dressed, smiling crowds in the streets to remind us of this great catastrophe – except perhaps for the gasmasks slung across their backs and the number of men in uniform.’3

Churchill hurried to the House of Commons, where MPs were due to meet at noon. Later, the prime minister asked to see Churchill to offer him a place in the War Cabinet, but also the position of First Lord – the Royal Navy’s political head – a post Churchill had held 25 years earlier when Britain had last gone to war.4 Churchill was far from perfect, of course. He had baggage from the First World War including overseeing the disastrous campaign in Gallipoli in 1915 and could be something of a hot head. But he was also a force to be reckoned with. Now he was in the thick of decision-making once again, and was warmly welcomed by many in the Admiralty, which sent out a signal to all ships – ‘Winston is back’.5 Churchill was filled with emotion. It was a genuine privilege and honour for him to be back – he knew there would be great difficulties ahead, but was convinced they would be overcome. He adjourned the first meeting of his Admiralty Board with the words, ‘Gentlemen, to your tasks and duties.’6

At 7.16 that evening, on board the German submarine U-13, von Eichhain received a coded radio message: ‘Begin hostilities with England immediately’. It was time. The torpedoes were removed and nine mines – three in each tube – were carefully loaded from reserve stowage. At 8.57 p.m., U-13 surfaced in the gloom of twilight to check its bearings before crash-diving again to ensure it wasn’t spotted by any enemy ships or aircraft.

Six hours on, just off Suffolk on the east coast of England, the U-boat passed the flashing buoy on the sandbank at Aldeburgh Napes on course 270°. Constantly checking their position using the sweeping lamps of local lighthouses and echo soundings to ensure the hull didn’t beach on any sandbanks, the crew waited until the seaside village of Southwold was out of sight. After reaching the deeper shipping channel on course 340° and checking the coast was clear, U-13 reduced its speed to three knots. Under the pale light of the waning moon, the first of nine mines was fired by pressurised air from its torpedo tube and sank through the water to rest on the sandy seabed around 50 feet below. The first six mines were dropped every 550 yards at five-minute intervals, with the last three spaced slightly further apart.

Sailing on the surface only three miles off the enemy coast, the operation was painstaking and nerve-wracking for the crew. They had guessed just how effective mine-laying could be, but there was also something frustrating about the lack of instant gratification that a torpedo slamming into its target would surely deliver. Just over one hour after they had begun, the operation was complete. ‘Was not disturbed during the deployment,’ recorded the ship’s log. Von Eichhain ordered a radio message to be sent back to Germany: ‘Task executed’. Then they headed home, arriving via the third entrance of Wilhelmshaven base at 1.27 a.m. on Wednesday, 6 September. The crew of U-13 retired to their beds on dry land, their job done. Meanwhile, 290 miles away, the nine mines they had laid sat at the bottom of the sea, harmless.

For now.

Four days later, on the sunny Sunday afternoon of 10 September 1939, holidaymakers flooded to the beaches of the little fishing town of Aldeburgh to enjoy the last of the late summer weather. The black clouds of war loomed large, but the reality of what that meant still seemed far away in seaside Suffolk. People called it the ‘Phoney War’, because – despite their worst fears – the great armies facing each other on mainland Europe had not come to blows, and there were no German aircraft dropping their bombs on Britain’s towns and cities. Children played hide and seek between the rows of brightly coloured beach huts and paddled in the gently lapping surf. The queues for ice creams snaked back into the town. How could there even be a war on?

But this seemingly peaceful scene was shattered at around 3 p.m., when a large boom like a crack of thunder rolled in from the sea, stopping everyone in their tracks, rattling the windows of Aldeburgh’s seafront shops, cafes and houses. All eyes turned towards the horizon, where a black plume of smoke billowed into the blue sky. Three miles off the coast, the 570ft-long merchant ship SS Magdapur – en route from the north-eastern port of South Shields to Southampton – had been almost sliced in half by a massive explosion. The 8,600-ton British-registered cargo ship started listing badly, her back broken. Four of the five wooden tenders on board were shattered and the 81 crew – comprising mainly Lascar seamen from India who worked below deck and in the engine room – jumped into the oil-covered water in a desperate bid to survive. Three passing merchant steamers circled the Magdapur to try and rescue those in the water but, fearing it had been holed by a torpedo from a U-boat which might still be lurking, they couldn’t afford to stop their engines.

Back in Aldeburgh, 17 minutes after receiving ‘the shout’ that a ship was in trouble, volunteers from the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI) launched the lifeboat Abdy Beauclerk and raced to the scene.7 One newspaper later reported how: ‘Old and young, men and women poured onto the beach to help with the launching as the lifeboatmen, straight from garage, shop and net mending, made ready for sea.’8

They arrived at a scene of devastation. The Magdapur was sinking fast. Twelve survivors, most of them injured with burns, shock and broken bones, were pulled from the water and some given artificial respiration. Many more were taken on board the Abdy Beauclerk from the tending steamers before it headed back to land. When they returned to Aldeburgh laden with men, nine of the most seriously injured were carefully handed down on stretchers and rushed to hospital; cigarettes were handed to the walking wounded. A local woman stood on tiptoe to tenderly smooth the hair of an injured Lascar. All were covered from head to toe in thick, black oil. The Magdapur’s captain, himself badly injured, was the last to leave his stricken ship. As his stretcher was carefully handed down from the Abdy Beauclerk, he wearily raised his head and looked out to the sea where the stern of the Magdapur still lurched grimly above the water. ‘Then they carried him away gently while the crowd stood silent,’ noted a reporter on the scene.9 The Abdy Beauclerk, covered in blood and oil, was cleaned, refuelled, and ready for service by 8 p.m. Although six of Magdapur’s crew had perished, thanks to the speedy actions of the lifeboatmen, 75 were saved. ‘We owe our lives to folk here,’ said a 20-year-old survivor. ‘We never knew that people could be so kind.’10 It was the first rescue of the war as a result of enemy action for the RNLI. ‘They’ve got guts,’ said one onlooker.

That evening, the talk of the town was the cause of the sinking. ‘We heard no warning,’ one survivor said. ‘The explosion was amidships … all but the stern of our boat had sunk in five minutes.’ Another recalled how he had been standing on the bridge with the second officer when ‘the explosion threw me into the air … then I was thrown from the deck again as our ship split almost in two and woodwork and splinters flew.’11 The next morning, newspapers reported the event: ‘Holiday Crowd Sees Ship Sink’ said one headline.12 Little did the holidaymakers in Aldeburgh know that they had witnessed history. The Magdapur had become one of the first merchant ships in the war to be blown up and sunk by an underwater mine. A very special type of mine laid by the young men of U-13, which would soon become perhaps the biggest threat to Britain’s survival in the war. For Britain, an island nation, keeping its supply routes open so such ships didn’t perish under the waves was vital. For Germany, severing them was the key to Britain’s defeat.

The battlelines were being drawn.




CHAPTER TWO

Fishermen Wanted!

IN THE FIRST LORD’S War Room in the Admiralty, overlooked by a large portrait of Horatio Nelson, Winston Churchill sat down in the familiar leather and mahogany chair. Most of the other pictures on the walls had been removed and replaced with maps and charts, each with their own curtain so the confidential information would not be seen by cleaners or visitors.

On 10 September, when news reached Churchill that the Magdapur had sunk, he added in a postscript to a memo he had earlier drafted for the prime minister, Neville Chamberlain: ‘Latest news is one small ship (& now, 10.30pm., a larger one) of the coastal trade sunk off Flamborough Head.’1

Since Churchill had arrived back in the Admiralty, a week before, his energetic presence was already being felt. His staff had become used to being asked for notes and update reports, the requests signed ‘W.S.C.’, often with a galvanising ‘press on’ written in red ink. Now, with news of more sinkings coming in, it was time for Churchill to assess the state of Britain’s naval defences.

He could take comfort from the fact that the Royal Navy he now commanded was comfortably the world’s largest – including 15 battleships, seven aircraft carriers and 15 heavy cruisers.2 Many more ships were being constructed in the builders’ yards. In addition to keeping German naval dominance in check, this vast fleet was also designed to help protect Britain’s trade. It boasted the world’s largest merchant fleet, amounting to some 33 per cent of global merchant shipping.3 And while torpedo-firing U-boats were a threat to this shipping, what Churchill didn’t know was that Adolf Hitler had not yet given their construction high priority – a major strategic error given how successful they had been in the First World War. The Admiralty estimated the German U-boat force was 60 strong. In fact, there were only 57 submarines currently available to the Kriegsmarine, and of these, a third were in port re-equipping or undergoing repairs, and another third going to and from their hunting grounds.4 Some – such as U-13 – lurked off British coastal waters, but most had been sent to the North Atlantic. Their time would come.

For now, with Germany embarking on an aggressive mining campaign, Churchill needed to ensure his navy was on top of this pressing maritime threat to Britain’s survival. He knew better than most the danger from these underwater bombs. He had seen first-hand just how widely mines were used by both sides in the First World War – between 1914 and 1918, Germany laid 1,360 minefields and 25,000 mines to try and starve Britain – whose economic survival as an island nation was dependent on the continuation of trade – into submission.5 During those five years, around 586 Allied ships were lost to mines, totalling around 1,000,000 tons.6 Sea-lanes and harbours had to be continuously patrolled with minesweepers working in flotillas of six. Churchill had seen with his own eyes how a special ‘sweeping’ wire, pulled behind a pair of ships, snagged the steel cable attaching the mines to the seabed and dragged them to the surface where they could be destroyed by gunfire.

In the last war, the Royal Navy had called upon Britain’s vast commercial fishing industry to help, using its trawlers and drifters, which made ideal ships to sweep mines once the nets had been swapped for minesweeping gear. In some ways, minesweeping was fishing, and who better to man those ships than the men who knew the seas more intimately than anyone? By the end of the First World War, almost 1,500 steam trawlers and 54,000 fishermen had been hired or requisitioned for naval service, and 83 per cent were estimated to have served as minesweepers at one point in their wartime career. On Armistice Day, residents in Humberside hauled a banner above the street proclaiming that Britain’s victory ‘had been won by her fishermen’.7 It was highly dangerous work and the human cost was grim. Roughly one trawler a week was sunk throughout the war, killing at least 3,338 fishermen.8 For every trawler sunk by mines in the war, an average of half the crew were lost.9

Now, two decades on, the mine menace was back – and Germany had more than 22,000 ready to use.10 They were cheap, easy to make, swift to deploy and hard to counter. Leafing through secret technical reports on the latest German mines which landed on his desk, Churchill had a clear reminder of just what a threat they posed. The moored ‘contact’ mines – the most widely used in the last war – were dropped over the stern of a ship and dragged to the seabed by a heavy iron or concrete weight. A cable tether then ran upwards from the sinker to hold the mine in place, floating on, or just below, the surface. When anything hard collided with the horns sticking out from the ball – such as the steel hull of a passing ship – it broke a small glass tube inside the horn which contained acid. As the acid spilt onto a metallic plate, an electric current was created which triggered the detonator to explode the mine. Under international law, most minefields were meant to be declared, but – to Churchill’s disgust – it soon became clear in the opening days of this new war that Germany was mining indiscriminately.

To counter this threat and the risk of attacks from U-boats or German ships, three days after war broke out, Churchill agreed that all British merchant ships should sail in convoys.11 This was a wise move which had been planned in the interwar years, because it had proved quite successful protecting ocean-bound shipping from both mines and U-boat attacks when it was introduced from late 1917. Britain also created a global intelligence umbrella comprising the Naval Control of Shipping – which tracked the movements of almost all Allied shipping – and the Operational Intelligence Centre (OIC), which became the nerve centre of the Admiralty, dedicated to analysing information on German naval and maritime forces from every possible source, including – in time – the results of Enigma decoding at Bletchley Park, in Buckinghamshire.

Convoys were soon sailing up the east coast of Britain from the Thames Estuary to the Firth of Forth, from Britain to Gibraltar and West Africa, and across the Atlantic to Halifax in Canada. As well as offering strength in numbers, in an ideal world these convoys would be escorted by armed Royal Navy ships. But as Britain alone had 10,000 merchant vessels, this proved impossible. Churchill was facing two challenges in British waters – the navy simply didn’t have enough ships to protect every convoy as sufficiently as they might have wished, and, at the same time, with Germany laying mines once again, sea-lanes and harbours had to be continuously swept.

He reflected that while the Royal Navy was in a reasonably strong position, with big shiny capital ships, the same could not be said for its specialist minesweepers. Ship construction in the 1930s was limited thanks to various international treaties cutting naval budgets and focused on building or refitting ‘major war vessels’ such as battleships. Construction of new ships smaller than a destroyer – or ‘minor war vessels’ – virtually ceased. It meant that on the outbreak of war, Churchill was overseeing a Royal Navy that had just 31 dedicated sweepers to patrol 20,000 miles of coastline around Britain. This number was made up of 16 new or comparatively new fast minesweepers especially built for the job, which would primarily be used to sweep the main convoy channels and keep key ports clear where capital ships were based. Of these, seven were reserved for the home fleet to sweep mines around their bases at Scapa Flow in Orkney and Rosyth in Fife. This left just nine fleet minesweepers to try and deal with the hundreds of enemy mines that were about to start sprouting like mushrooms in the waters around Britain, along with 15 converted minesweeping trawlers bought between the wars.12 The order went out to requisition three dozen First World War-era holiday paddle steamers, but they weren’t great substitutes for true fast minesweepers.13 Forty more specialised sweepers were now being built, but they wouldn’t be ready for months.

The Royal Navy also lacked sufficient numbers of anti-submarine ships, with about 180 vessels fitted with ASDIC – the name given to the sonar technology which used the ‘pings’ to hunt subs – of which 150 were destroyers.14 This might seem like a lot, but in reality, many more were needed, and although the Admiralty ordered a big building programme, these would take two years to arrive. For both sweepers and U-boat hunters, something needed to be done to plug the gap.

Cometh the hour, cometh the fishermen. With conflict an inevitability since the Munich Crisis in 1938 – and as part of its Naval War Plan the following year – the Admiralty had earmarked an initial 200 commercial trawlers from Britain’s fishing fleet to be requisitioned at the outbreak of war, expanding this force to at least 600 trawlers if enemy minelaying became widespread.15 Of the initial 200, half would go to sea immediately – unarmed and unconverted – to begin sweeping within a week, while the other half were to be converted as quickly as possible. As the converted vessels became ready for service they were to relieve the unconverted types, which then returned for full conversion. From a strategic point of view, this made total sense, and explains why the Admiralty hadn’t focused more effort on building a force of new sweepers. After all, what use would a large number of small vessels be in peacetime taking up limited money and manpower needed elsewhere in the Royal Navy? Now, with a war on, here was a fleet of reasonably suitable craft which could rapidly take to the seas. Unlike the fleet’s sweepers and U-boat hunters, crewed mainly by full-time Royal Navy sailors, the requisitioned trawlers would be manned by a force of civilian fishermen in the Royal Naval Patrol Service – a navy within a navy, which, while ultimately under control of the Admiralty, had its own rules and regulations and operated as a separate force.

On 27 August 1939, after an order from the Admiralty, across the country – from vast fishing ports like Aberdeen, Grimsby and Fleetwood, to the tiniest seaside village – trawlers and drifters were recalled from their fishing grounds to harbour by radio, where men downed their nets and answered the call to arms. Some had been as far away as Iceland and the Barents Sea – north of Norway – when they received the call. Like they had a generation before, Britain’s fishermen found themselves on the front line, being asked to shed blood, sweat and tears to defend the nation. The so-called Phoney War would be anything but for them.

This all came at a wider cost to one Britain’s biggest industries, a cost that was distributed unequally across the country. In the larger ports especially, the fishing industry was hit particularly hard, as it had been in the First World War. By the end of September 1939, 416 of the 1,303 trawlers available in England and Wales had been nabbed for war service.16 Out of 250 trawlers normally operating from Hull, 231 were requisitioned, leaving just 19 smaller boats left for fishing. This was partly thanks to the fact 70 per cent of its trawlers were under ten years old – worth up to £30,000 a pop and well suited for minesweeping and U-boat hunting – compared to just 14 per cent in all other ports combined.17 Over £2 million – the equivalent of more than £100 million in today’s money and the same value as two squadrons of Lancaster bombers – had been spent on new trawlers in Hull since 1935, and almost all were now making their way into Admiralty hands.18 Although two thirds of all requisitioned trawlers were First World War vintage or older, the idea that all vessels manned by Churchill’s Pirates were old and rusty often couldn’t be further from the truth.19

While the men serving in fighting trawlers would be paid extra danger money – known as ‘hard lying money’ because of the brutal nature of the role – the future was far more uncertain for those left behind, including many trawlermen who wanted, for now at least, to remain fishing. Even with the surge of fishermen called up or volunteering to serve in converted trawlers, the large number of trawlers taken by the Admiralty far outstripped recruitment of fishermen, leaving many out of work. Thousands more men and women who worked in firms connected with the industry and in the docks, such as packing, net-mending and selling fish, were also left in limbo. Grimsby alone had 700 quayside merchants, and in Hull 50,000 people relied on the fishing industry for their employment, supplying up to 50 per cent of Britain’s fish.20 Little surprise that they put up a stink at the potential wholesale death of the industry.

This added a new dimension to Churchill’s challenge. He had to carefully balance the fact that while he badly needed the fishing industry to help defend the country, he couldn’t risk ruining it either. Britain was an island nation. Maintaining the industry’s survival was as important for morale as it was for feeding hungry mouths. ‘This is a lamentable story,’ he told aides, adding ‘it is impossible’ that the fishing industry of one port should be destroyed because it had more up-to-date trawlers than another.

At Admiralty House, the four-storey yellow-brick building off Whitehall where Churchill now lived in the top two floors with his wife Clementine, he convened an urgent meeting with the objective of securing what he called ‘Utmost Fish’. ‘It is vital to keep the fish trade going, and we must fight for this part of our food supply as hard as we do against the U-boats,’ he said in a secret memo, urging that trawler requisitions be shared between ports, adding, ‘the fact that a port has built the best kind of trawlers must not lead to it being the worst sufferer.’21 Some trawlers were released back for fishing. Nevertheless, with naval demands increasing, until new trawlers were built as replacements, the industry continued to suffer. Over six years, 1,409 trawlers would be taken from trade by the Royal Navy.22

As Churchill was grappling with how to ensure his new fleet of mini-warships didn’t decimate the British fishing industry, 200 miles north of London the people it affected most were getting to grips with the upheaval. On Hessle Road – the wide avenue lined with Victorian terraced houses which formed the spine of Hull’s huge and tight-knit fishing community, supporting 50,000 people – a way of life controlled by the times of the tides was now dominated by war. A local newspaper reported how the fishermen going to fight ‘are familiar with its dangers and hardships … danger does not unduly impress them’.

As the skipper of one trawler continued to fish, all four of his sons – aged between 18 and 27 – swapped trawlers for minesweepers. ‘It’s something to be proud of, but it’s a big worry … it empties your house,’ their mother told a local newspaper reporter, her ‘broad arms folded across her apron as she leant against the mantelpiece’ in their home. ‘I just live from one post to another,’ she added. For many, this was their way of life. ‘They like the sea,’ she continued. ‘They can’t settle ashore, and I wouldn’t stop ’em. They all joined up on their own. We didn’t know the younger one had joined up ’till he came and told us.’ Their father had served on a minesweeping trawler in the First World War. ‘I think it’s a case of everywhere you go of the sons finishing it off this time for their fathers,’ she said.23

Down at Hull’s docks – like all the ports across the country – those who had signed up to serve in the Royal Naval Patrol Service were duly asked to serve for three or six months, or ‘until the end of the period of the present emergency’ – however long that might be – before returning to their fishing. A few crews would accompany their own ships, but many others were sent wherever needs dictated. Many of these initial volunteers had served on drifters – the smaller ships that fished for herring in inshore waters rather than the bigger trawlers which targeted deep-sea white fish in the cold Arctic waters – which further added to the woes of the trawlermen in cities like Hull, who had yet to join up. However, as larger trawlers were better suited for anti-submarine work – and the lion’s share of these came from the deep-sea fishing fleet based in the Humber – preference was given to skippers and crews from Grimsby and Hull who wanted to volunteer for service, helping to somewhat alleviate the damage to the industry in those areas.

By early September 1939, 108 minesweeping trawlers had been requisitioned by the navy and were already out at sea – some totally unarmed – searching for mines in approaches to 24 ports across Britain. From Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands down to Portsmouth on the south coast and Dover in the south-east corner of England, and to Holyhead in the far north-west of Wales, the indomitable trawlers – adorned with romantic-sounding names like Norse, Lady Enid and Sea King – set to work. Over 4,000 men were serving on minesweepers alone, of which 61 per cent were reservists or volunteers.24

Another 118 fishing trawlers were being converted and were due to be on the water by the beginning of November, while 180 anti-submarine trawlers would be patrolling the seas around Britain by the same date.25 Many more little ships would soon be called to fight – not just as minesweepers and U-boat hunters, but myriad other jobs, including convoy patrols, harbour defence ships and enemy aircraft spotters. Some ships dated from the previous century. All would play their part.

The boats were requisitioned and converted in dozens of private boatyards dotted around the country, including shipbuilding giant Harland & Wolff in Belfast; Camper Nicholson – the Gosport-based luxury yacht makers which built King Edward VII’s schooner Aline and America’s Cup-winning boats; and Cammell Laird, which two years earlier had launched the aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal from its yard in Birkenhead.

In a typical case – taking around two to three weeks – the fish hold was turned into crews’ accommodation, gun platforms built on the deck and around the bridge, a new bridge added on top of the wheelhouse to give better observation of the enemy, masts removed to give the anti-aircraft guns better field of fire, and depth-charge racks or minesweeping gear attached, depending on the purpose of the ship. It was a remarkable feat of logistics. Amid the ‘clangour of hammers, showers of sparks and rat-tat of electric welders’, humble trawlers and drifters went in and mini-warships emerged.26

The first wave of converted trawlers was manned by fishermen who had volunteered in peacetime as Royal Naval Reservists – otherwise known as RNRs, or, as they jokingly dubbed it, ‘Really Not Required’ – who received three weeks’ minesweeping and anti-submarine training annually so they could be ready to take to the seas at short notice. These reservists included 525 fishing skippers – warrant officers who were experienced fishermen. On 29 August 1939, however, the order was issued for general mobilisation in Britain. Two days later, all naval reservists were called up. Fishing was a reserved occupation – meaning fishermen did not have to serve in the armed forces when general mobilisation was announced – except for service in the navy. But fighting-aged men volunteered in their thousands. Some were driven by a surge of genuine patriotism. Others had served on minesweepers as young men in the last war. This time, they were often joined by their sons.

Volunteers for the Royal Naval Patrol Service joined as ‘hostilities only’ seamen for the duration of the war. In local newspapers up and down the country, an advert was printed with the banner ‘R.N. PATROL SERVICE’ alongside a picture of a crown and anchor.


Fishermen played a big part in winning the last war, this is your chance to lend a hand to win this one. WANTED – Fishermen and those with similar qualification are required for Minesweeping and other patrol duties, as SEAMEN, ENGINEMEN, STOKERS, COOKS and STEWARDS. Naval Pay and Allowances, Free Uniform, Good Food, Marriage and Children’s Allowances.

Free Travel to your home twice a year

ENGAGEMENT FOR THE DURATION OF THE WAR

APPLY AT ONCE to your nearest registrar, R.N.R., at the Mercantile Marine Office or Custom House.

Help to keep the Seas of Britain Free!27



The rather breezy tone of the advert masked the reality that this was one of the toughest and most dangerous jobs in the war. And it would only get worse. ‘To go out day after day and night after night actually seeking the hidden perils demanded great persistence and a particularly cold-blooded form of gallantry,’ one historian later noted.28 Churchill was all too aware of the critical role they would play. ‘The service is, of course, not only dangerous but arduous in a very high degree,’ he told the House of Commons. ‘However, our volunteers from the fishing fleets seem to have taken a liking to it, probably because everybody knows how very necessary it is to the country and that the job has to be done by men bred to the sea.’29 Crucially, Churchill was proving popular with the men he was sending into danger by getting to know them. ‘Ever tried a cold kipper?’ he was asked by one trawlerman from Aberdeen during a discussion on the qualities of various fish in late October. ‘What, with vinegar?’ Churchill replied, to smiles all round.30

By the end of September, over 6,000 men were ready to defend the nation in their small boats. But getting them to the right place in the fastest possible time and out to sea to meet the growing Nazi threat would take a mammoth plan of action and logistics.




CHAPTER THREE

Sparrow’s Nest

SID KERSLAKE WAS WEARY but excited when he arrived at Lowestoft railway station in early September 1939, following a long journey from his home in Hull. A trawlerman by trade and a Royal Naval Reservist, the 19-year-old had belatedly received his call-up papers after they had been mislaid by the powers that be, and was now looking forward to doing his bit for the war effort.

In many ways, he was used to a tough life, and his experience provides a pretty typical snapshot of the trawlermen who volunteered for service in small ships during the Second World War. Kerslake’s uncles were deep-sea fishermen, and his father, Art, a fish wholesaler who travelled from port to port around the coast of Britain following the herring shoals and fishing fleets. Kerslake was brought up in the Hessle Road area of Hull, just a stone’s throw from St Andrew’s fishing dock – a busy, bustling quay from where 250 trawlers plied their trade in the rich waters of the Arctic fishing grounds. Work at the fish dock hardly ever stopped, fuelled by an industry that knew time was money. The average time each trawler spent in port, between trips, was just 36 hours.1 The whiff of economic hardship caused by the Great Depression still hung in the air as markedly as the ever-present scent of fish – being a deep-sea fisherman was a hard life, but jobs onshore were equally hard to come by. And, once a trawlerman was caught in life at sea, he found it difficult to give up, often beholden to the whim of individual skippers or trawler owners. Those who found themselves out of work were reduced to waiting for handouts from their mates who were still lucky enough to be in a ship. Yet it was also a life ingrained into the community – it’s what they did, generation after generation, and Sid Kerslake was no different.

A quiet and good-natured boy, Kerslake grew up in a loving family. But he also possessed an independent, tough streak, which revealed itself during a caning in front of the class by a particularly sadistic headmaster after he had failed to answer some mental arithmetic questions correctly. As the sixth thwack was about to land on his rapidly swelling and bruising hand, eight-year-old Kerslake snapped. He took aim and kicked the teacher as hard as he could in the shin, sprinting out of the school and all the way home in tears, where his sympathetic mother promised he would never have to go back. Kerslake didn’t quite drop out of school yet, but he did get more time to see the local herring drifter men at work after that, and begged his father to go out. ‘From being a young boy at school, I always had a yearning to go to sea,’ he recalled.2

His inaugural encounter with life on the ocean wave ‘was a nightmare of seasickness’. A few years later, aged thirteen, he joined his uncle for a three-week voyage to Iceland to fish for cod, haddock and plaice, during the summer holidays. Although his seasickness had largely abated, Kerslake experienced the awesome power of the sea during a storm when nature called, and he struggled along the deck of the pitching, rolling ship to use the lavatory, which was perched in a small steel box bolted to the stern of the deck. Kerslake couldn’t shut the door, so had a grandstand view from his throne as the ship’s bow climbed over the top of each wave and down the other side, until he saw it plough into a huge breaker:


I watched the wave come green over the whaleback, and race foaming along the deck at the speed of a train, straight for where I was sitting. Before I could do anything, I was completely submerged in freezing, icy green water, and I was struggling to stay in the toilet to save myself from being dragged out of it, and over the stern by the terrific force of water that had pushed the door open … my trousers were around my ankles … I was a very frightened boy.



Hanging on for dear life, the ‘green sea’, the seaman’s term for a huge rush of sea water over the deck, briefly receded and Kerslake made a dash for the safety of the wheelhouse, vowing never to go to sea again. His father, Art, greeted the trawler at the quayside when they returned to Hull. ‘How has he been?’ he asked Kerslake’s uncle. ‘He’ll never make a sailor as long as he has a hole in his bottom,’ came the reply. But Kerslake was grasped by the same steeliness which had made him boot the headmaster in the shin: ‘When I heard that, I was determined to prove them both wrong.’ He signed up as a ‘liver boiler’ on a local deep-sea trawler, toiling away for 14 months to ensure he kept his place in the crew. It was hard, unglamorous work, shifting baskets of fish livers which had been gutted from the catch into vast boilers on board the ship, where the valuable fish oil could then be distilled.

Kerslake worked for up to 40 hours in a shift, sometimes falling asleep in the still-warm boiler once it had been emptied. Over the next few years, he built up his deep-sea fishing experience, working as a mate in various trawlers around Iceland, Norway and the Arctic Circle. For Kerslake, ‘the camaraderie amongst fishermen was a great thing to behold and was second to none. They deserved much more out of life than they ever received.’ Perhaps that is why – as a Royal Naval Reservist – Kerslake knew that when war broke out, he wanted a chance to show just how fishermen like him could contribute to the war effort.

Like all newcomers destined to join the small ships, after Kerslake had arrived at Lowestoft railway station he climbed onto a waiting Bedford lorry, which set off with a shudder and rumbled noisily along the seafront to the military base in the Suffolk town where he was to start his wartime service. When the lorry came to a squeaking halt ten minutes later, Kerslake and the other recruits hopped off. Ignoring the barrow boys – scruffy urchins offering to take their bags – he looked up at a set of open gates and brick pillars which were flanked with armed sentries standing under a White Ensign flag fluttering in the stiff easterly breeze. This was the headquarters of the Royal Naval Patrol Service – otherwise known as the Sparrow’s Nest.

Named after a wealthy eighteenth-century local landowner called Robert Sparrow, who built a cottage on the site as a seaside holiday home, Sparrow’s Nest had passed through various hands before becoming a council-owned entertainment venue, putting on summer concerts, amateur dramatics, and side-splitting evenings with travelling comedians. It was built into the side of a cliff overlooking the sea, 300 feet away, and consisted of a 1,300-seat concert hall and an open-air stage, an old, thatched manor house in a very bad state of repair, a bandstand and several conservatories – all standing in formal gardens of about seven acres. Originally earmarked for requisition during the Munich Crisis in 1938, when war seemed imminent, this seemingly innocuous choice for a major naval base was not as odd as it might at first seem. Lowestoft was the most easterly town in Britain – the nearest to mainland Germany – and was already home to a bustling fishing harbour. Its geographical location was ideal, given that the biggest maritime threat from the enemy in the opening months of the war was in the seas and waterways to the east of Britain. From Lowestoft, men could be sent by rail to the largest ports on the east coast, including Hull, Grimsby and Dover, to join their ships and be sent into action to meet that threat.

In late August 1939, Sparrow’s Nest had been commandeered by the Admiralty for something far more pressing than light entertainment. From now on, it would be officially known as HMS Pembroke X, Patrol Service Central Depot, Lowestoft. The buildings and grounds were ripe for turning into a military training centre and parade ground. Seats were ripped out to turn the concert hall into a mobilisation centre and wooden bathing huts were requisitioned from the beach to provide additional office accommodation. New recruits had begun to arrive a few days before war was declared. They were the first of more than 70,000 men who, over the course of the Second World War, would start their life in the Royal Naval Patrol Service (RNPS) at Pembroke X, or HMS Europa, as it was renamed a few months later. Like all stone frigates – naval slang for a land base – Europa retained the HMS preface to cement its maritime links and men went ‘ashore’ when they left the grounds.

Some 400 fishing skippers and 4,000 men were available for calling-up to the RNPS on mobilisation, and by the end of the first week of war, the stream of eager fishermen fighters arriving at Europa had become a tidal wave, Sid Kerslake among them. Lowestoft hardly knew what hit it, and soon the air was thick with a smorgasbord of different accents from around the country: Scots, Geordies and Scousers could be heard alongside the soft burr of the West Country, Welsh, Kentish and Cumbrian.

The high intake of arrivals at such short notice was something of a challenge for the small team of patrol servicemen assembled to run Europa. They were, as one commanding officer tactfully put it, ‘making bricks without straw’.3 Or, to put it less kindly, organised chaos. It had been in planning for several months, but much of the organisation for drafting, kitting, payment and provision of meals to the arriving sailors had to be improvised with the scant resources they had available.

The need was so great for trawlers to get to sea quickly that in some cases new recruits were immediately drafted to a ship and were told to report to Lowestoft’s railway station to make their way to whatever port elsewhere in the country required them. Rather like the ‘crewing up’ of heavy bombers in the RAF, men with different skills were made up into crews and sent on their way. ‘On the third day we were made up into crews, given £5 to send to our wives and sent off by bus to Hull,’ remembered one.4 The problem was that for what was essentially a drafting office, the actual drafting was not very effective. Drafting records were sketchy and, in many cases, ratings changed draft notes and even identities in the few miles walk between Europa and the station, with the object of joining a ship as near their own home as was possible. Who could blame them? This was not so bad as far as ships were concerned, providing the change was made between the same type of rating, but if a seaman changed with a stoker, or an engineman with a steward, it could lead to mayhem on board a ship once at sea.

After reporting to Sparrow’s Nest and being registered, Kerslake was told to make his way to his billets on London Road South – a long street of imposing Victorian terraced houses set back from the seafront. Those seamen not given an immediate draft had to be billeted in the town, as there was no sleeping accommodation in Sparrow’s Nest. Landladies of guest houses and B&Bs – who depended largely on letting out rooms to holidaymakers – found that, contrary to their earlier fears that their rooms would be empty, they were still very much in business, this time by billeting sailors whose rooms were paid for by the Admiralty. Known collectively as ‘Ma’, almost a thousand landladies across Lowestoft opened their doors – and sometimes more – for sailors, and were given payment for every man they housed, plus a decent ration allowance. Back at the Nest, a ‘Wet Bed Book’ was kept by the pay office, which was filled in when landladies reported men who had wet their beds, and 2s 6d was deducted from their pay. This tended to be busiest after payday, when many more pints of beer were drunk.5 Lorries packed with new recruits who had been processed at Sparrow’s Nest pulled up outside each house, and a rating knocked on the door, asking: ‘How many, Ma?’ According to her reply, the requisite number of sailors dropped out of the back of the lorry.6 Who you ended up with could be completely luck of the draw, as many were about to find out.

Kerslake’s first impressions were not promising. ‘I am certain there were about a hundred sailors already in digs there; if not there certainly appeared to be so,’ he wrote later. A good sleep would help. Except, that night, fleas declared war on Kerslake and he woke to find himself covered in bites. ‘The liveliest things in the place were the other occupants of my bed,’ he observed, and resolved there and then ‘that I would not stay in Lowestoft any longer than I had to’.

To some degree, this was all to be expected. The pace at which Europa was set up meant that there were always going to be teething troubles. It was a huge logistical operation to get thousands of men to different ships all over the country, and part of a much larger war machine with thousands of moving parts, cranking up the gears. In these early months of the war, Europa was initially not much more than a huge sorting centre, a place to ensure all recruits were logged before being sent on their way. And it wasn’t as simple as just getting a crew to any old ship – with all the complex equipment needed, it took longer to fit out a trawler for anti-submarine work than for minesweeping. Larger, relatively modern ships of 900 tons were better suited for the former, while minesweepers were drawn from smaller 600-ton vessels. And then there were drifters, paddle steamers, tugs, private yachts and even skiffs, which all needed to be manned. Over a hundred ships were commissioned between 24 August 1939 and the declaration of war on 3 September.7

Given the speed, there was also very little in the way of naval uniform, so most men were sent to sea in their peacetime fishing gear, including seaman’s jerseys, windcheaters and duffle coats, topped with balaclavas, wool hats, or even the shore clothes they were wearing when they were recruited – complete with trilbies. Some revelled in their somewhat piratical look; others, not so much, complaining that they had been promised kit when they arrived at their operational port and that the Admiralty was not holding up their side of the agreement.8 One Aberdeen trawlerman turned up in his civilian clothes supplemented with a Boy Scout’s lanyard, a hat from his days in the boys’ naval reserves and some stout
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