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      Prologue

      
      PERSEUS

      
      On the seabed in 171 feet of water off the village of Mavrata, near the south-eastern tip of the Greek island of Kefalonia,
         lies His Majesty’s Submarine Perseus. There is a crack in the port bow, but otherwise the wreck looks intact, though encrusted with sea creatures and inhabited
         by fish. A Greek diving team has filmed it and you can watch the results on the internet. The eeriest of the films shows the
         rusty interior of the after torpedo compartment and of the control room, where the engine telegraphs can be seen set at ‘Stop’
         and ‘Half Ahead’. The camera tastefully avoids the human bones that litter the compartment.
      

      
      To the trained eye there is nothing particularly odd about the submarine, except that the hatches are open. By 1941 war orders
         required all hatches except the one above the control room to be clamped shut from the outside, because experience had proved
         that they sometimes lifted and let in water when a submarine was depth-charged.
      

      
      Early in December 1941 the submarine Perseus was patrolling off Italian-controlled Kefalonia. She had sixty-one men aboard, of whom at least two were passengers. Lieutenant
         Nicolaos Merlin was, ostensibly at least, on his way to Alexandria to take command of a Greek submarine, while Leading Stoker John Capes was returning to his own submarine, Thrasher, after attending a court hearing in Malta where he stood accused of having destroyed a Maltese horse-drawn carriage in a
         motor car accident in 1940.
      

      
      Perseus was one of the large patrol submarines built for the China Fleet in 1928 out of heavy brass and steel; she was spacious and
         comfortable by submarine standards, with robustly elegant wooden fittings, although she was beginning to show her age. Her
         skipper was Commander Edward Nicolay, a 34-year-old veteran with high standards and a short temper. In the last eight months
         he had sunk an impressive ten ships for a total of just over 15,000 tons. They had left the Lazaretto at Malta on 24 November
         and on 4 December he had added to his total with the 3300 ton Italian merchant Eridano off Lefkada.
      

      
      Two nights later they were on the surface off Kefalonia. It was a dark, windy, moonless night. Nobody knows what they were
         doing there but it is possible that they were so close to the coast because they were preparing to land an agent, and the
         presence in the boat of Nicolaos Merlin, whose mother was Kefalonian, reinforces the suspicion. It was normal for a collapsible
         canoe, or folbot, to be stored in the torpedo space forward, from where it could be brought to the surface through the wide
         torpedo hatch in order to be launched.
      

      
      What is certain is that Perseus hit a mine. The anchor of an Italian mine is still there, close to the wreck. The position of the engine telegraphs and the
         angle of the rudder suggest that at the last second the submarine’s lookouts saw it and attempted to avoid it. But they failed.
      

      
      As a stoker, the passenger John Capes had found a berth right aft behind the stokers’ mess, in an empty torpedo rack in the
         machinery space. It was as comfortable a berth as any in a submarine and the warmth from the nearby engines and motors was
         welcome in December. Almost above him as he lay in his ‘comfortable torpedo tray browsing over elderly letters’ was the after
         escape hatch. He had woken up for the rum issue, having ‘saved some rum tots in my private blitz [bottle]. Tots kept me awake
         at night so I saved them for our return to harbour.’
      

      
      Out of nowhere ‘a devastating explosion rocked the boat from stem to stern. My makeshift bed reared up throwing me in a complete
         somersault.’ The submarine listed to starboard and went almost vertically downwards. ‘The bows hit the bottom with a nerve
         shattering jolt, the boat hung poised for a moment, standing on her head. Then the stern, where I was, fell back settling
         on the sea bed.’ The impact created a two-metre crater in the sandy mud. When she finally settled it was stern down with a
         thirty-degree list to starboard. As he landed, Capes hit the hydroplane control wheel in the centre of the compartment, then
         fell on to the bulkhead of the stokers’ mess. As the submarine righted itself he slithered downwards, badly bruised and in
         pain, but not seriously injured.
      

      
      When he came to himself and realised he was alive but in danger, his first thought was to find out who else had survived.
         ‘No time for pains now. How about the chaps in the engine room?’ Every pipeline and valve in the after end and rear compartments
         were broken. All lighting failed within fifteen seconds of the explosion. He ‘groped for the torch near the escape hatch.
         “Thank Heaven”, I thought, it was in its position, and it worked! The powerful rays pierced the dank foggy air already beginning
         to stink of paint.’ The increased air pressure had burst drums of oil and paint that were stored there. He walked up the slope
         toward the bows through the stokers’ mess deck, and through the next bulkhead to the motor room. In there the electricians
         ‘had apparently been killed by falling on live switches’. As he went into the engine room he saw that ‘half of the cylinder
         heads at the front end of the engines had sheared off from the studs, with the operation gear hurled against the engine room
         forrard.’ The engines were not going to be working again. Then he realised that the next bulkhead door had not been shut deliberately.
         ‘No clips had been secured. It must have been slammed by the first blast of the explosion, and was now held in place by water … It was creaking under the great pressure. Jets and
         trickles from the rubber joint seeped through.’
      

      
      Capes had found five other stokers clinging on to life. He was fully alive to the drama. ‘Our plight was one of vital horror.
         The water was rising in the engine room bilges and we were surrounded by the mangled bodies of a dozen dead. Perseus had become a cold steel tomb surrounded by the relentless sea.’ The sea temperature in this spot is only 50° F in July and
         with the machinery no longer creating heat the temperature soon dropped. Feeling cold, Capes characteristically ‘thought of
         the rum in my blitz bottle. That would warm us up all right. I nipped back aft, had a stiff livener and handed the bottle
         round for a swift pick-me-up.’ He guided or dragged his badly wounded comrades to the escape hatch in the stern compartment
         (‘No time to be fussy about wounds’). Now training took over. He knew that they had to put on Davis Submerged Escape Apparatus
         (DSEA) survival sets, let down the canvas trunking around the escape hatch, and flood their compartment until the pressure
         inside was equal to the pressure outside in the open sea. Then he had to open the hatch, if by luck nothing had fallen on
         it to jam it. Even were it to open the chances of survival looked slim. The depth gauge, if it was still working, showed just
         over 270 feet. Their DSEA sets were designed for depths of less than 100 feet and he had never heard of anyone escaping from
         deeper water. But, he said to himself, ‘If death was going to claim me it would not be without a fight.’
      

      
      It took half an hour to drag three wounded shipmates to the after escape compartment. In the torchlight he ‘gave them another
         noggin of rum each and had two myself. Liquor at least kept out the damp cold for the moment.’ Something like an hour had
         passed since the explosion and if he was to escape it had to be soon. The fumes, oil and pressure were killing them. Water
         with a filthy scum on it was running through the engine room. There wasn’t much more time. With some difficulty he shut the
         ‘after water-tight door, isolating us in the stern compartment’. Then he broke the seals of the four lockers and strapped rubber
         escape sets on his companions. The DSEA sets consisted of a rubber lung, worn on the chest, a small bottle of high pressure
         oxygen across the stomach, a nose clip, goggles and a tightly fitting mouthpiece with an adjustable rubber band. By the time
         he had the sets strapped on, the atmosphere in their small space was becoming foul. He ‘lowered the collapsible canvas trunk
         from a recess fitted around the escape hatch, and secured it by lashings to the deck. At the top of the trunk inside was the
         escape hatch, with four nuts holding four large clips securing the hatch firmly on the rubber seating joints all round the
         rim.’
      

      
      He found the valve in the starboard bilge to flood the compartment from the sea, knowing from his training that ‘the water
         would rise around the escape trunk, leaving a small space of air considerably compressed. This would stop the water rising
         further. Then we would have to insert our mouthpieces, duck down under the water coming up into the trunk and then out into
         the open sea through the escape hatch.’ The spindle on the valve was bent and he couldn’t shift it. For a moment he panicked:
         they were trapped. He had to find a way to flood the compartment quickly before they all froze to death. He wondered about
         the torpedo tubes, but he couldn’t let water in through those without the hydraulic telemotor system. Then he thought of the
         underwater gun. ‘That was it! Thank god we were in the compartment with the gun.’ Housed under their compartment, it was used
         to send smoke signals to the surface. With its four-inch bore it would let in water rapidly. ‘The water was rising steadily,
         the only chance was to flood quickly, release the hatch and leave without a minute’s delay.’ Capes splashed down to the gun
         and opened the breech. He ‘tried the sluice valve gently and could feel the thrust of water entering. It increased to a steady
         whirl as the sea gushed in and then steadied, the air space round the hatch diminished rapidly. Here it came … the sea that
         would save us, drown us or freeze us to death.’
      

      
      Johnny ‘Choppa’ Capes was five foot ten, dark, and educated at Dulwich College. This made him an unusual stoker, well-spoken
         when he chose to be. His father, a civil engineer and archaeologist, had left his mother and gone to live in Alexandria. ‘Choppa’
         loathed authority and didn’t hesitate to show it. He joined the navy unusually late, at twenty-five, as a stoker second class
         and went into submarines as soon as he could, which was three years later. People who served with him noted his extreme fondness
         for women and rum. Those who went ashore with Capes got into frequent scrapes but found that he was a stalwart companion in
         a tight spot. He continued in the navy after the war, enjoying a great reputation as a yarner. Many of his contemporaries
         didn’t believe his tale of his escape from Perseus.
      

      
      Elements within the account do seem exaggerated. He claimed that the boat was 270 feet under water when its depth was actually
         171 feet – although, according to Greek diver Kostas Thoctarides, a depth gauge incorrectly shows the depth of 270 feet that
         Capes recalled. Capes also claimed to have done all he could for five other injured stokers, but some who heard his story
         suspected that he was suppressing a darker episode of panic and struggle to escape. There are no human bones in the compartment
         from which the escape was made, so Capes either pushed the others out, as he said, or he was always alone there.
      

      
      The study of the wreck made by Thoctarides has, however, proved most details in Capes’s story to be correct, while his efforts
         to locate the positions of the bodies of the crew may further reveal the truth of what happened that night.
      

      
      He ducked down through the paint scum, groped for the bottom rim of the escape trunk, braced himself against the deck and
         dragged himself upwards. He found his head above water in the little pocket of air in the air lock below the hatch. He unscrewed
         the vent cock in the centre of the steel lid. The air whistled out and the slimy water rose above his face. His teeth were
         chattering. He applied all the force he could muster to the tommy bar in the tube spanner to undo the nuts. They came away
         easily. As the last nut dropped he gave a mighty heave and the hatch flew wide open. A giant bubble of air escaped. He clung to the top rungs and
         rim of the hatch. He lost his mouthpiece, but recovered it and stuffed it back in place. Breath came again, and a few bubbles
         from the lung streamed upwards.
      

      
      He rubbed his goggles and dipped into the trunk for the last time. Coming out of the hatch, he felt overhead for the jumping
         wire, but it had snapped and was gone. He flashed the torch around but could only see a few feet of steel deck. He let go
         and the buoyant oxygen lifted him rapidly upwards. The pain became intense, his lungs and body bursting. Dizzy with agony,
         he realised he was rising too quickly and unrolled the apron of the DSEA set to slow his ascent. He saw a tethered mine about
         fifteen feet away. He burst to the surface, wallowing in the swell. The ascent took about a minute and a half. He reckoned
         it was about 1½ hours since the explosion.
      

      
      Following drill, he shut off the mouthpiece of his DSEA set and made the oxygen bag into a kind of lifebelt. He removed the
         nose clip and lifted his goggles to have a good look round. The sea was choppy, whipped up by the wind, hardly ideal for swimming.
         He could see no sign of any other survivors. Only one of his companions had stood much chance of making it to the surface.
         Some distance away, he saw a ribbon of white bobbing about on the wave crests. It appeared to be a broken line of cliffs.
         He flashed SOS with the torch in that direction but got no response.
      

      
      The night air was refreshing but the water was very cold. He started to swim. The torch was a dead weight so he dropped it.
         The will to live kept him going, now on his back, now breast stroke, resting frequently. Gradually the cliffs became clearer
         and a high mountain, looming in the background, came into view. ‘My mind, body and whole being were concentrated on one thing
         only … the shore.’ Finally, he could see a low pebbly beach, almost within reach. The wind dropped as he came beneath the
         cliff. His foot struck a rock. He dragged himself over more rocks and on to pebbles. ‘Face down, head on hands, I lapsed into oblivion.’
      

      
      When Capes woke, the sun was high in the sky. Cautiously looking round, he could see an Italian sentry in the distance, standing
         on the cliff looking out to sea. Then he heard voices. Two men were slithering down a cleft out of sight of the sentry. ‘In
         fierce whispers they asked “Inglese? Inglese?”’ He nodded. ‘They signalled me to stay put and ran back up the cleft like mountain
         goats.’ Later, other villagers arrived with a gourd of ouzo and a jacket, trousers and khaki overcoat.
      

      
      That night they put Capes on a donkey and took him up the cliffs to the house of Gerasimos Vallianos in Mavrata. The villagers
         were worried that he was a spy. They contacted Helen Cosmetatos, an Englishwoman who belonged to the Kefalonian resistance,
         and she interrogated him to make sure that he wasn’t an Italian plant. She gave him a postcard on which he wrote, ‘All well,
         Hawtrey’ (his middle name), addressing it to Emsworth 369, his mother’s telephone number. Amazingly, some months later, long
         after she had been told that her son was presumed dead, the postcard reached her.
      

      
      Capes was taken to Hionata on foot and then to Rozata by car, then into the hills at Pharouklata and Kourouklata. He moved
         over and over again, spending time both at Helen Cosmetatos’s house and with Gerasimos Razis, mayor of Argostoli. According
         to Capes’s debriefer’s report, Razis proved very helpful both then and over a period of many months.
      

      
      ‘My life became one of desperation and boredom, mingled with the ever present fear of capture; and of course the reprisals
         taken against the people sheltering me would be obvious … Clandestine flights through the rugged countryside constantly took
         place.’ Much of his time was spent alone in the hills with a donkey named Mareeka, loaned to him on condition that he promised
         not to eat her. Only once was he ever spoken to by an Italian sentry, and then he was merely asked for a match. He handed
         it over in the stony silence that the villagers normally reserved for Italians.
      

      
      Finally, after he had been in hiding for eighteen months, another woman, Cleo Pollatos, came to tell him he was leaving and
         took him to the house of Nikos Vandoros at Agia Irini, where he was shown a note from Major Michael Parrish. ‘Milo, a weather-beaten
         fisherman, slouched into a small unoccupied house I had been taken to the previous night. His small half decked schooner,
         only 25 feet long, was intended to carry me to freedom.’ Milo, known to Capes’s debriefer as Captain Milton, was actually
         Captain Militiades Houmas, who belonged to Parrish’s secret flotilla, MI9. His caique Evangelistria carried out sixty-five smuggling and rescue missions for the British.
      

      
      Milo picked up Capes from a secluded bay and after a windy six-day voyage, dropped him at Smyrna. ‘“Ianny,” cried Milo. “Quick,
         take a swim and wash. Somebody important is coming to see you.”’ Capes was ‘struggling back into my old clothes as a launch
         came alongside. On her deck stood a neat figure in glistening tropical whites, waving a flask of brandy. The British Consul
         himself, immaculate to the monocle! “Oh my poor boy! How do you feel?”’
      

   
      
      1

      
      FIRST BLOOD

      
      ‘We was dozing right in Fritz’s front dooryard with the gauges at sixty feet,’ recalled one of the crew of E9, Max Kennedy Horton’s submarine. It was their first patrol in 1914. They had been sent into the Heligoland Bight, where the
         Ems, Weser and Elbe reach the sea, and E9’s patrol area included the island of Heligoland itself, one of the German fleet’s bases. Horton had taken his submarine into
         its harbour and, finding nothing there, had rested it on the seabed to wait.
      

      
      ‘Commander Horton, Mr Chapman, and the navigating officer were playing bridge,’ continued the submariner. ‘Most of the hands
         were lying down reading. We could hear enemy ships scuttling about overhead, when sudden like I hears something clang against
         us away for’ard.’ It was unnerving because one week into the war, they didn’t know what weapons and secret devices the enemy
         might have. This, though, sounded like a sweep, designed to locate underwater objects, and it was feeling its way along E9’s hull, baffled only by the jump wire that was supposed to prevent such devices from hooking on.
      

      
      The submariner was listening intently, waiting for explosions, ‘when I hears the captain say, “Your play, Chapman.” Mr Chapman, I noticed, was a bit interested in this here row up for’ard too.’ The submariner followed the sound of the wire creeping
         along the hull, visualising its progress. It slipped and scraped along the bow, scratched over the jump wire, reached the
         periscope standard and ‘after what seemed like a couple of weeks’ finally cleared the stern. ‘Just as it did Mr Chapman says,
         “Sorry, Horton old chap, but you are down one trick doubled.” The captain laughs. A nasty laugh, it seems to me. “Don’t you
         believe it, Chapman,” he says. “You revoked just when the wire hooked on. You forfeit two tricks.” Then he turns to the navigating
         officer, who was keeping score, tells him what to put down, and says, “Bridge, gentlemen, is a game you’ve simply got to keep
         your mind on if you ever hope to play it well.”’
      

      
      About a month later, at dawn on 13 September, Horton surfaced in thick fog six miles south-west of Heligoland harbour. As
         the fog began to clear he took E9 to periscope depth, and on his first look round he saw the light cruiser Hela emerging from a patch of mist. He closed to 600 yards, fired two torpedoes and dived. Both torpedoes hit. Horton came to
         periscope depth to see the cruiser listing. Shelled by destroyers, he dived, then came up again to look. The cruiser had gone
         and trawlers were picking up survivors. E9 was hunted all day, and at night as he tried to run his engines to charge the batteries that powered his boat underwater,
         he was repeatedly forced to dive. But he got away and returned to Harwich in triumph, entering port flying a little Jolly
         Roger.
      

      
      This was the very first time a British submarine had sunk a ship. The dangerous economy of the situation was obvious. Traditionally,
         a bigger, more powerfully armed ship sank a smaller one and was invulnerable against it. Destroyers did not sink battleships,
         but submarines might. In this modest case a boat of 667 tons with a crew of 30 sank a ship of 2000 tons with a crew of 178.
         Horton’s boat received a bounty of £1050 from a country grateful to have a success at a time when the war was going badly.
         It may have been then that Horton decided that thirteen was his lucky number, or perhaps the daring young gambler had already embraced the number that others
         feared.
      

      
      Another pattern was also established – the cool sang-froid of the submariner who concentrated on his card game, oblivious
         to the efforts of the enemy to destroy him. It is significant that these paradigms were established by Horton, because it
         was Horton who as Admiral Submarines guided British submariners through the crucial years of the Second World War.
      

      
      Max Kennedy Horton was a difficult personality. He was ambitious and determined but not ingratiating. He would not charm his
         way to advancement by flattering superiors, but he was ruthless. ‘Most conversations about this much-discussed man, although
         prefaced with sincere tributes to his quality as a great sailor, were followed very often with a “but”.’ Horton was tough,
         competitive, selfish and cruel, but extremely effective in whatever he undertook. And he was cool.
      

      
      Horton joined the nascent Submarine Service in October 1904. He was the son of a stockbroker and his Jewish mother was the
         daughter of another. He began life at Rhosneigr in Anglesey where his father had bought a hotel with shooting rights after
         losing money in a slump. Max and his elder brother D’Arcy had few friends, since their neighbours spoke Welsh and regarded
         them as foreigners. At the age of nine Max told his mother that he wanted to go into the navy, inspired by dreams of travel
         and adventure. He passed the exams to Dartmouth, the Royal Naval College, easily since he was an excellent mathematician.
         He won the middleweight boxing prize and played First XI football, though at Dartmouth the sport was a minor one. He loved
         mechanical things and was very keen on the technical side of naval training.
      

      
      The newly invented submarine offered a world of intricate, futuristic machinery, possibilities for independence, new ideas
         and early command. At twenty-two he found himself in charge of A1, a new submarine that had already been sunk in a collision. But he chafed at authority, or at least at authority he did not respect. An early confidential report had him:
      

      
      
         Good at his boat and bad socially.
         

         Made very good attacks in A.1. Always supposed to be very good at the engine.

         A boxer and footballer – desperate motor-cyclist.

         Troublesome in the mess – insubordinate to First Lieutenant.

         Bad language – but extremely intelligent.

      

      
      In 1906 Bernard Acworth became Horton’s first lieutenant in C8. ‘In those early days,’ he wrote, ‘the Submarine Service was, in many respects, a nest of pirates in the eyes of the old-established
         and austerely disciplined Navy, and there is no denying that Max K., when safely back from one of those submerged exercises
         which, in peacetime, cost so many submarines and lives, was the most notable pirate of all.’
      

      
      Having gambled their lives by day, submariners played for high stakes in the evening. ‘Max K.’s reputation as a poker-player
         was second only to his credit for coolness and sobriety as a submarine commander,’ noted Acworth. Another shipmate recalled
         ruefully that he was ‘a past master at snooker and poker and made quite a bit of money that way. His luck was extraordinary
         and he backed it.’ Like many other submariners he loved motor bikes. ‘It was on an old twin-Minerva,’ wrote Acworth, ‘if I
         remember rightly, that he raced Bertie Herbert down Butser into Petersfield, and to his intense surprise and disgust was beaten.’
      

      
      After a day of exercise south of the Isle of Wight, the C-class submarines regularly raced each other into harbour and ‘the
         mechanical skill of her artificers, and the general efficiency of the boat were to some extent judged by the outcome of these
         competitions’. Acworth reckoned Horton’s ‘almost childish love of “getting in first,” by one means or another, was typical
         of him’. C8 often did win and ‘Horton was credited with almost legendary powers with early petrol engines’, but in fact C8’s successes were achieved chiefly through more devious ingenuity. By ‘cutting down the fields of the main electric motors to
         a point at which they reinforced the engines by discharging heavily as motors, instead of charging up the batteries as dynamos’,
         Horton found extra power and speed. Such a thirst for technical knowledge and hands-on interest in oily machinery gained the
         Submarine Service its nickname of ‘The Trade’. It was no place for a gentleman. It involved far too much specialisation, knowledge
         and getting one’s hands dirty.
      

      
      Acworth also credited Horton with helping to establish ‘that form of discipline which, generally speaking, has characterised
         the Submarine Service for fifty years – a combination of ruthlessness towards any form of incompetence or slackness in the
         performance of duty, and a warmhearted and very real fraternity among all ranks and ratings who live in more intimate contact
         with one another than in any class of ship, naval or mercantile’. This inclusive discipline was an utterly crucial feature
         that made the service unusually efficient and unusually attractive to serve in.
      

      
      Women found Horton immensely appealing. A Russian beauty, hired by pro-German Russians to poison him, fell for him instead,
         and eventually escaped from Russia using as a passport Horton’s signature, engraved on his gold cigarette case. Horton was
         very successful in disrupting German operations in the Baltic and became a popular hero there. He got on very well with his
         Russian colleagues. In 1915 the Admiralty ordered his return but the chief of the Russian naval staff requested that he should
         remain in the Baltic as senior naval officer. The Second Sea Lord drily demurred: ‘I understand Commander Horton is something
         of a pirate and not at all fitted for the position of S.N.O. in the Baltic.’
      

      
      The Jolly Roger that Horton flew to celebrate the sinking of the Hela had not gone down well at the Admiralty. On sinking his second ship he flew two. When he ran out of space for little pennants
         he designed a big pirate flag, with a white bar marked on it for each ship sunk. The sailors and the press loved it, but the
         Sea Lords disapproved. When they sent him home, the British Ambassador at St Petersburg himself protested that Horton ‘gets on particularly well with the Russians which requires special qualifications, and his experience in the Baltic is also valuable.
         Would it not be possible to allow him to remain?’ The answer was no and Horton returned to England, dressed in a full-length
         sable coat and chain-smoking Russian cigarettes.
      

      
      Before 1914 the submarine had been an unknown quantity, the stuff of the new literary form known as science fiction. It vied
         with the aeroplane as the weapon of the future, the threat to the status quo. Britain, with her innumerable busy merchant
         ships and her imposing array of cruisers and battleships, was especially vulnerable to submarines. The French embraced submarines
         as soon as the invention of the torpedo gave underwater craft a weapon that threatened surface ships. They began to develop
         a submarine fleet that might finally accomplish their long-cherished dream of destroying British economic might by picking
         off merchant vessels. With Jules Verne, author of Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea, a leading enthusiast, they envisioned a future where unseen and undetected vessels cleared the seas of British ships.
      

      
      Once the French adopted submarines, the British felt that they must also have some. But they did not buy them with enthusiasm.
         The Parliamentary Secretary of the Admiralty ‘took the view that it was wise not to be unprepared in regard to these inventions’
         but confessed that he hoped submarines ‘shall never prosper’. The Controller of the Navy added emphatically, ‘I call them underhand, unfair, and damned un-English’ and threatened to hang enemy crews as pirates. The British master of science fiction,
         H.G. Wells, sought to calm the unease inspired by his Gallic rival. Submarines, he noted, were ‘practically blind’ underwater,
         and he couldn’t see ‘any sort of submarine doing anything but suffocate its crew and founder at sea’.
      

      
      Within a year the periscope was invented, so submarines were no longer blind. The first British submarines took part in the
         fleet manoeuvres of 1904 and Admiral Jacky Fisher wrote of ‘the immense impending revolution which submarines will effect
         as offensive weapons of war’. Jules Verne agreed. Writing on the ‘Future of the Submarine’ in the American magazine Popular Mechanics, he remarked that
      

      
      
         I followed very carefully the experiments made lately during the French maneuvers in the Mediterranean, and during the maneuvers
            of the English fleet, and I was very much struck by the accuracy with which the submarines of both fleets managed to slip
            in, strike, and get away in safety. Imagine hundreds of these vessels with their deadly freight … it seems that my fading
            eyes are destined to behold sickening carnage in the unequal contest of the improved submarine machine with the heavy battleship,
            whose days are numbered.
         

      

      
      In 1905 Fort Blockhouse at Gosport became the base for British submariners. At first the little petrol-driven submarines had
         very limited range and it was difficult to envisage a more enterprising role for them than guarding harbours. But the diesel-driven
         D-boats introduced from 1910 offered new possibilities. D1 was the first submarine to have a radio and now it seemed possible to the planners that the new boats might make effective
         scouts. Their commanders had more ambitious ideas. In an exercise in 1912 two submarines separately sailed up the Firth of
         Forth avoiding ‘enemy’ patrols and caught the opposing fleet at anchor. Geoffrey Layton ‘sank’ his own depot ship anchored
         at Rosyth and soon afterwards Max Horton in D6 ‘torpedoed’ two ‘hostile’ warships there.
      

      
      Despite this clear lesson, First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill maintained that ‘no one seriously contemplated hostile
         submarines in time of war entering the harbours of either side and attacking ships at anchor’, and so consequently no one
         thought of fortifying fleet anchorages against submarines. On his way back to his own base at Harwich, Horton surfaced close
         to a battle cruiser and claimed to have sunk her too, but such claims were derided. The indignant, older, senior commanders of
         the large surface units consistently denied that they had been sunk, claiming that their guns had picked off submarines long
         before.
      

      
      Still nobody knew what would happen in a real war. One officer wrote to the Daily Mail predicting that ‘as the motor has driven the horse from the road, so has the submarine driven the battleship from the sea’.
         In The Times he suggested that Britain should stop building battleships and instead devote resources to submarines and aircraft. He predicted
         that battleships at sea would be in great danger from submarines so that in a war each side would keep its battleships in
         a safe harbour. He considered that it would no longer be possible to bombard a hostile port that was adequately guarded by
         submarines and predicted that the enemy’s submarines would come to Britain’s coast and sink everything in sight. Five admirals
         went into print to oppose his views, one of them being the founder of the Submarine Service.
      

      
      Then war broke out. On 5 September 1914 a German submarine lurked at the entrance to the Firth of Forth and torpedoed the
         light cruiser HMS Pathfinder. She sank so fast that the Admiralty thought she must have hit a mine, but one of the twelve survivors from her crew had
         seen the periscope of a submarine and the track of a ‘tinfish’. On 22 September German submarine skipper Otto Weddigen sighted
         three British cruisers. From 500 yards he hit the Aboukir. The Hogue stopped to pick up survivors and Weddigen reloaded. He sank her and then turned his stern torpedoes on to the Cressy. Again, a lookout saw the ‘tinfish’ coming but the ship could only avoid one of them, and as a result 1459 men and boys were
         killed. The stark reality of this destruction, which inflicted more British casualties than the Battle of Trafalgar, ‘made the world realise for the first time the ferocious menace of the submarine.’ By 7 October His Majesty’s Grand Fleet had retreated
         from Scapa Flow, now deemed insecure, to Loch Ewe – and then, when a U-boat (a German submarine or Unterseeboot) was sighted there, back to Lough Swilly in Northern Ireland.
      

      
      From the beginning it was common to attribute a successful attack to the captain. The reason for this was simple. ‘When a submarine is submerged her captain alone is able to see what is taking place; the success of the enterprise and the safety
         of the vessel depend on his skill and nerve.’ It was an amazingly responsible job and most commanders of submarines were very
         young. Horton got his first command at twenty-two. While the pay was also very high, it was the chance to command a boat so
         early that was the attraction for most officer recruits. ‘In my opinion good handling of a submarine needs a finer blend of
         eye, training, and leadership than any of the other arts of war,’ wrote Charles Gordon Brodie, known as ‘Seagee’. ‘There are
         other examples of one-man control over a weapon of delicate or massive concentration of power which provide peak moments of
         experience,’ he continued, comparing an attack in a submarine to landing an aircraft or turning a convoy, but he reckoned
         that a successful submarine attack beat them all. ‘The submariner must know more about his machine than the airman, and more
         of the men who share in the handling of it than the Commodore of a convoy ever can.’
      

      
      The captain manoeuvred into position, and he aimed and chose the moment to fire. But he didn’t press the trigger. Success
         depended on ‘the prompt, precise execution of the men under his command’. A submarine crew was a team, and while the captain
         might be the only one who could see what was going on, his attack could be spoiled by a failure on the part of anybody else
         in his boat.
      

      
      The same was true of survival. A mistake from any single crewman could endanger everyone else. ‘In submarines’, Max Horton
         used to repeat like a mantra, ‘there is no margin for mistakes, you are either alive or dead.’ Generally, the crews were hand-picked
         men with a high standard of technical proficiency. Discipline was different in submarines. There were still officers and men
         and there was a social and professional gulf between them, but they were also close and bonded as in no other sphere of naval
         life. Just after the war a submarine officer wrote:
      

      
      
         There is a Democracy of Things Real in the boats which is a very fine kind of Democracy. Both men and officers in a submarine
            know that each man’s life is held in the hand of any one of them, who by carelessness or ignorance may make their ship into
            a common coffin; all ranks live close together, and when the occasion arises go to their deaths in the same way. The Fear
            of Death is a great leveller, and in submarines an officer or a man’s competency for his job is the only standard by which
            he is judged.
         

      

      
      Carelessness and ignorance were not tolerated and inefficient crewmen quickly left a boat.

      
      The successful commander, then, had to know his machine inside out. He had to have a perfectly disciplined and dependable
         team of men to execute his orders instantly and perfectly and he had to have a demanding blend of aggression, judgement and
         skill to know when to make an attack and how to carry it out successfully. This was an art that had to be improvised. For
         the first submarine commanders there was no guidebook – they invented the rules. There was no previous experience to refer
         to, so they had to develop their own tactics. They needed to be independent thinking, self-reliant, self-sufficient, technically
         minded masters of machinery, adventurous and highly disciplined. Rudyard Kipling tried to explain the mysteries of the new
         service to the general public in his Tales of the Trade, a series of articles first published in The Times in 1916:
      

      
      
         the Trade lives in a world without precedents, of which no generation has had any previous experience – a world still being
            made and enlarged daily. It creates and settles its own problems as it goes along, and if it cannot help itself no one else
            can. So the Trade lives in the dark and thinks out inconceivable and impossible things which it afterwards puts into practice.
         

      

      
      From the beginning the Trade attracted strong characters and colourful personalities. Recruits were often unconventional people
         and they showed it by cheerfully disregarding uniform. One of the most attractive was Ernest Leir, soon known as ‘the Arch
         Thief ’. The motto of his submarine, E4, ‘We need no Lead’, allegedly referred to an incident where 300 tons of Admiralty lead ballast had been disposed of at a
         substantial profit. But Leir was typical of the Trade in his flair for mechanical improvisation: during the war he solved
         communication problems by contriving a very long radio aerial by attaching the wire to a kite. His most publicised wartime
         performance was to rescue a whaler’s crew who had been abandoned while picking up German survivors. When their destroyer was
         chased off by a German cruiser Leir popped out of the water and took them all aboard, together with some specimen Germans,
         leaving the other Germans with water and biscuit in the whaler. Other submarine heroes of the war included Geoffrey Layton,
         whose boat was attacked by German destroyers after it ran aground in neutral Denmark in a much-publicised incident.
      

      
      By general consent the top British ace of the First World War was Martin Nasmith. ‘Nasmith was one of the most popular officers
         in the British submarine service. A medium-sized man, built and conditioned like a quarterback, extravagantly admired by his
         crews, affable and sociable in the ward room’, wrote a junior officer. He did indeed look like an American quarterback: powerfully
         and sturdily built with strong arms and chiselled, handsome features. In fact, though, his game was rugby and he was a centre
         three-quarter. Brodie, slightly junior to Nasmith at Dartmouth’s Royal Naval College, known as HMS Britannia, worshipped him as a hero from the day in 1898 when ‘I as a humble “new” first saw him, at rugger, battling for the “threes”
         through a crowd of “niners”. In the Britannia “news” were worms to be trodden on, “threes” were worms that had begun to turn, and “niners” were superior beings enjoying
         in their fourth term brief privileges, before starting afresh as “warts” in a gunroom at sea.’
      

      
      Nasmith was a fanatic. Admirers wrote of his ‘strength of character and sheer single-minded zeal’, of ‘an almost ferocious insistence on efficiency’. Before the war he was put in charge of training at Fort Blockhouse – a key appointment. While in
         that role he invented crude instruments to calculate deflection angle and approach courses during a submarine attack. Until
         then commanders had had to trust to their own judgement.
      

      
      Nasmith left his training post to take command of E11. He was lucky to have a fine first lieutenant in Guy D’Oyly Hughes and in 1915 they conducted an epic patrol in the Sea of
         Marmora that made E11 famous. It began in the normal manner for a trip through the long, narrow and heavily guarded Dardanelles: ‘The voyage was not unusual. Only seven hours when the crew’s nerves were like taut piano wires.’ Nasmith sank a battleship and penetrated
         the harbour of Constantinople but the episode that resonated most with submariners was his ruthless treatment of the radio
         operator who could not mend his set when it failed to work at a crucial moment:
      

      
      
         I consider a man of this type more deserving of the death penalty than the unfortunate individual who, from work and fatigue,
            drops asleep at his post of duty. Personally, I think I could forgive the man who fails in his duty because he falls victim
            to his outraged nature. But a man who accepts a post of importance as the member of a submarine’s crew knowing, as this man
            must have known, that he was not fully capable of meeting any emergency that might arise, either as a result of enemy action
            or ordinary wear and tear on his equipment, is a menace to his shipmates and a traitor to his cause.
         

      

      
      It was in this way that Nasmith and his colleagues set the tone for the Trade: ‘all for one and one for all’ produced pride
         and camaraderie, but it might not have been effective had not the captain admitted in all humility, ‘I am ashamed to confess
         that, owing to my own inefficiency I am unable to tell this man how the repair should be made.’ Nasmith prided himself on knowing his equipment inside out but he had not mastered the new-fangled
         radio. The point of these first war parables was that everyone must be master of his own job, each should also know the other’s,
         but the captain in particular must be master of all.
      

      
      These British aces had their share of glamorous success, but it was the German commanders who made the submarine a weapon
         of terror. Great War propagandists created a distinction between ‘good’ submarines and ‘bad’ U-boats that persisted throughout
         the Second World War, when all enemy submersibles were evil U-boats.
      

      
      From February 1917 Germany declared an unrestricted campaign against all merchant shipping moving within a wide area around
         Britain. From February to June sinkings averaged 650,000 tons per month, with another 100,000 tons of seriously damaged ships
         needing repair. Many neutrals quickly decided to stay at home. Losses in April were terrible and at that moment the collapse
         of Britain and its war effort ‘began’, as Churchill put it, ‘to loom black and imminent’. The Germans had expected that their
         move against shipping might bring the USA into the war against them, but they hoped to force the British to sue for peace
         first. They promised their people peace by August 1917.
      

      
      Rear-Admiral William Sowden Sims, US Navy, arrived in Britain on 9 April 1917, four days after the USA declared war. He was
         told that German submarines were winning the battle and that Britain could not last longer than November or December. Sims
         was a great advocate of convoys as an aggressive strategy and promised American destroyers to make it possible. During May
         eighteen destroyers arrived from the States; there were seventy-nine in Europe by 1918. The convoy system was introduced in
         May and extended gradually during 1917.
      

      
      Slowly it had an effect. U-boats redeployed away from western approaches and towards the coasts, so in December coastal convoys
         were introduced. U-boat losses mounted steeply, and although machines could be replaced, trained crews and experienced leaders became fewer. Attacks became harder to execute.
         Instead of destroyers patrolling empty oceans for U-boats, the U-boats now came to them. Destroyers kept boats under water
         so they couldn’t use their guns and had to expend their small stock of torpedoes. Better American hydrophones hunted them
         more efficiently. Depth charges were used more frequently, and sometimes more effectively. Britain survived November and December
         and disappointment led to discontent in Germany. The U-boats were never exactly defeated, but eventually the war was won elsewhere.
      

      
      The German naval staff anticipated that the war might end before they achieved their ultimate goal. A memorandum sent to the
         Kaiser in January 1916 already envisaged a further war. Its closely reasoned analysis dealt with the ends and means of a war
         based on U-boats such as Germany was to fight in 1917, but it looked further into the future. The ultimate goal, ‘apart from destroying the English fleet’, was to ‘reduce [Britain’s] total economy in the quickest possible time’. To do this Germany
         would ‘cut off all trade routes to and from the British Isles’, cripple all British ships and all neutral ships trading with
         Britain, and ‘by means of air attack, disrupt the trade and commerce in the British Isles, showing its population quite mercilessly
         the stark realities of war’. The U-boats could no longer be based only in Germany:
      

      
      
         Most important for the carrying on of the U-boat campaign in the North Atlantic would be bases in the Faroes and in the Azores
            and also on the Spanish coast. Bases in these places would reduce considerably the lines of approach for U-boats and facilitate
            greatly the task of blockading the British Isles. One cannot tell at this point in time whether, when peace is declared, the
            Faroes and the Azores may be acquired and whether in the next war it will be possible to obtain the use of Spanish ports for
            our purposes …
         

      

      
      The memorandum went on to discuss the deployment of U-boats against American harbours and in the Indian Ocean, concluding
         that this would depend on the future development of U-boats and the possession of suitable bases and must remain ‘a question
         for the future’. The plan envisaged that ‘our U-boat fleets must be so numerous that a decisive victory is not only certain
         but can be achieved quickly’.
      

      
      The onslaught of 1917 was to be merely a foretaste of a greater onslaught to come ‘in the next war’. For Germany the submarine
         was still the weapon of the future.
      

   
      
      2

      
      SENIOR SERVICE

      
      With the war to end all wars over, there was a reasonable hope that years of peace might stretch ahead. The Royal Navy remained
         the largest in the world, the senior service of the British Empire’s armed forces. It was steeped in tradition. In its past
         lay Drake, Hawkins and Raleigh, Vernon, Anson, Hawke and Boscawen, Rodney, Howe and Nelson. It policed a vast, worldwide network
         of trading posts and colonies and safeguarded line after line of commercial ships, from sleek, modern luxury liners to humble
         colliers. Even in peacetime it provided about 100,000 jobs. To boys the navy still offered the prospect of travel, adventure
         and excitement.
      

      
      Many naval officers came from naval families. Hugh Haggard’s father was a naval captain at the time Hugh himself was ushered
         towards the navy. Hugh’s great-uncle was Rider Haggard, the novelist of imperial adventure, author of She and King Solomon’s Mines. Hugh followed his father’s career: for the tall, gangling boy there seemed ‘hardly any way out’.
      

      
      Bill King came from a similarly privileged dynasty. His redoubtable grandmother Cecilia was a celebrated yachtswoman married
         to a shipping magnate. General Martel, equally celebrated for his work with tanks, was his uncle. His father worked on balloons for the army and was closely involved with flying machines
         before his death on the Western Front in 1917 as a sapper colonel. Bill’s mother sent him to a boarding prep school and then
         discussed with friends what she should do next. Asked if he would like to join the navy, Bill was eager. He loathed his prep
         school and looked forward to Dartmouth. ‘The Navy sounded jolly and romantic. Well versed in the exploits of Drake and Nelson
         I visualized a salty fresh-air future for myself, punctuated with exciting sea fights if only one had the luck of a war or
         so.’
      

      
      The corrupt old days when family connection got untrained youths into a ship were over. The Royal Naval College at Dartmouth
         provided theoretical instruction for fledgling officers. However, in some ways it made entry to the officer class even more
         exclusive. The fees for Dartmouth were exorbitant and only affluent middle-class parents could afford to send their children
         there. The first step for a child who wished to become an officer was a journey to London to undergo a medical examination
         in a government building in Tothill Street near Westminster Abbey. Candidates who passed the medical examination travelled
         to London again a couple of months later to sit the entrance examination for Dartmouth, held in a hotel near Bedford Square.
         Between papers representatives of Messrs Gieves, the naval outfitters, pounced on candidates to measure them up for uniforms.
         Academic standards were not prohibitively high, but it was perfectly possible to fail the exam.
      

      
      Each term about fifty thirteen-year-olds arrived at Kingswear station and then took a ferry across the Dart to the college.
         That group, the ‘term’, became the basic unit for about three and a half years. Ruling them was a term chief petty officer,
         a benign father figure, with a term officer assisted by a term cadet captain and a cadet captain. These last were prefects
         in their final year. Each term had its own room, known as a gunroom after the place midshipmen berthed in eighteenth-century
         warships, and members of the term had to pass the gunrooms of senior terms at the run. Hugh Mackenzie went to Dartmouth in the Anson term of 1927. His father was a doctor and he grew up near Inverness in
         the Scottish Highlands. He had classic Scottish pale skin and his red hair soon won him the nickname ‘Rufus’. His term officer,
         though kind and approachable, was only interested in team sports. In Mackenzie’s third year Tony Kimmins took over, a naval
         pilot who at Dartmouth started to write plays and to act, and later became a film producer and director. Kimmins wrote and
         directed most of George Formby’s comedies. He allowed his pupils more freedom. Team games were no longer compulsory and Mackenzie
         pursued his love of ornithology and photography. When Mackenzie arrived the captain of the college was the famous submariner
         Martin Nasmith, VC, who had changed his name to Dunbar-Nasmith in 1923.
      

      
      Under the captain there was a naval staff of twenty-eight. This included eight term officers, along with an engineer commander
         assisted by three lieutenants (E) who taught marine engineering in the workshops and machine shops. Four former chief petty
         officers with fantastic depth of knowledge taught seamanship. There was a fleet of rowing boats, whalers and cutters on the
         Dart and cadets were encouraged to use these as much as possible in the summer months to practise seamanship on a small scale.
         Three officers taught navigation and one taught electronics. Then there was the academic staff under the headmaster. Most
         of the boys’ time was taken up with maths, history, English, geography, science, modern languages and, of course, sport. The
         Blue Book each term listed staff and cadets.
      

      
      The college placed great emphasis on the value of team sport and life was always easiest for a talented rugby player such
         as Nasmith had been. Small, slight boys like King and Mackenzie were usually less at ease. The navy was a serious force in
         sport and it found places for a lot of boys of international standard in major sports, beginning with rugby. King became a
         long-distance runner.
      

      
      Mackenzie enjoyed Dartmouth, though he never won a prize or colours or became a cadet captain: ‘the discipline and constant rushing to and fro presented no problems.’ King was less
         forgiving. For him it ‘was run like a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp and I hated it’. In the morning ‘we were taught to leap from our beds at a bugle note, scamper to the wash-room for a cold shower and race down stone corridors to the dining hall,’
         he wrote. ‘We washed, brushed teeth, ate, dressed and prayed to the stop-watch.’ In the mornings and evenings the boys ‘huddled
         over desks, studying if not learning’. King thought it a brutal regime: ‘The old tradition of inculcating immediate response
         by beatings remained. For many years no seaman had been flogged, but for embryo officers aged thirteen to eighteen this procedure
         was incessantly used as incentive as well as deterrent. The avoidance of flogging became the motive power of one’s life.’
      

      
      But with canings delivered ‘for such sins of omission as leaving a button undone, or folding socks the wrong way’, it was
         impossible to escape every time. Inevitably, at one time or another you found your name ‘in the evening roll-call which drew
         shivering boys out of the dormitory to the ministrations of a grinning cadet-captain.’
      

      
      Dartmouth ended with final passing-out exams in seamanship, history, French, engineering, mathematics, navigation and science.
         This was followed by a passing-out dinner, in Mackenzie’s case at the Criterion restaurant in London.
      

      
      This system produced about 150 cadets annually. They were joined by a much smaller number of ‘Special Entry Cadets’ who came
         direct from public school at eighteen. Some of these had for one reason or another missed out on Dartmouth. Others decided
         late to join the navy or opted for a broader education. Tony Miers, whose father was killed in 1914 commanding what was left
         of the Cameron Highlanders during heavy shelling, went to Wellington, the school founded to educate the orphaned sons of army
         officers.
      

      
      The fledgling officers were appointed to ships – usually battleships or cruisers, since these had by far the largest crews.
         King found himself in the brand-new HMS Nelson in the company of a royal prince and other aristocrats. Six months later he became a midshipman and was transferred to the
         much older battleship Resolution, where, though eighteen and an officer on board ship, he was still punished for ‘any forgetfulness or a fault in routine
         while on watch’ with a humiliating thrashing. This ‘ritual necessitated walking through the ship clad in pyjamas to the jeers
         of one’s friends and the amazement of marine sentries who, coming from poorer homes, could hardly be expected to guess at
         the training of England’s young gentlemen’. At the time King was being trained, senior officers were just beginning to question
         the wisdom of corporal punishment as a means of instilling discipline, but King’s contemporaries ‘took for granted the routine
         which allowed us to command grown men in the morning and be thrashed by the sub-Lieutenant in the afternoon’.
      

      
      During King’s time in Resolution the nineteen-year-old public schoolboys among the midshipmen rebelled and the captain decided that they should be immune
         henceforth, but it was many years before corporal punishment for Dartmouth cadets and junior midshipmen was abolished.
      

      
      That was not the end of the sadism either. George Simpson, whose miniature stature – five foot two – earned him the lasting
         nickname ‘Shrimp’, left a harrowing account of life in a gunroom in 1917.
      

      
      
         If the sub-lieutenant shouted ‘breadcrumbs’ it meant that a conversation was about to take place which warts must not hear,
            so all warts stopped their ears with their fingers. If the sub-lieutenant then said ‘O.K. cancel breadcrumbs’ and you took
            your fingers out of your ears you got a dozen with a dirk scabbard across the backside for listening. Fingers must be kept
            in the ears until a senior snottie came and removed them.
         

         If the sub-lieutenant of the mess wished to remove anybody from the mess he would shout ‘Dogs of War’ whereupon all warts
            would growl. He would then order ‘Out Mr X’ and all warts in the gunroom at the time would eject Mr X, and if he resisted hotly the sub-lieutenant might add ‘debag Mr X’ and
            he would be ejected without his trousers.
         

      

      
      These were the least dangerous and humiliating of the ‘evolutions’ which sub-lieutenants justified as naval tradition, although
         nothing like this occurred in the much less idle eighteenth-century navy. Between bouts of organised sadism in the gunroom,
         midshipmen were taught further lessons in engineering and navigation and gained experience around the ship. According to Simpson,
         ‘What happened to me and my contemporaries as midshipmen was immensely important in those impressionable years, it was also
         the main reason why I and many others sought the refuge of submarines as a career and blessed our choice.’
      

      
      Even the more reticent Mackenzie recalled that ‘the treatment meted out to us strengthened my evolving prejudice against “big
         ship” life and so had a lasting effect on my future.’ Nevertheless, he ‘could not subscribe to the view that gun-room life
         in those days was harsh, certainly not in the three great battleships of which we had direct experience. Hard, yes, but not
         harsh … Only once in my nearly three years in gun-rooms can I recollect a midshipman being punished by being caned.’ Mackenzie
         was younger and perhaps the custom was disappearing, or perhaps he was luckier in his ships.
      

      
      In Resolution Mackenzie found himself under Captain Max Horton. Having attained a senior position, Horton had dropped his dashing, piratical
         persona and now wore a mask of austere severity. Discipline in Resolution was very tight. Ostensibly in order to endow his midshipmen with self-confidence (and perhaps to get to know them), Horton
         had one of them report to him at noon each day with an account of what was going on in the ship and in their current geographic
         location, as well as of any major recent world events. Mackenzie found the experience terrifying but character-building.
      

      
      Like Mackenzie, King enjoyed touring the Mediterranean, visiting Greek ruins, climbing the mountains. And for the glory of
         his battleship he continued his running career, winning a large silver cup as champion of the Mediterranean Fleet.
      

      
      After three years at sea the midshipmen had to undergo an oral examination in seamanship to qualify for promotion to sub-lieutenant.
         The marks gained affected the date of eventual promotion to lieutenant with 900/1000 needed for a first-class pass. In the
         autumn of 1933, Mackenzie’s Anson term intake of 1927 reassembled at the Royal Naval College, Greenwich, for sub-lieutenants’
         training courses. Six months were devoted to mathematics, physics, English, general and naval history and French. Nearly every
         sub-lieutenant possessed a clapped-out old banger in which to visit London whenever possible. After two terms the group moved
         on to Portsmouth for courses in the Gunnery, Torpedo, Navigation and Signals Schools. During that summer they had to state
         a preference for future specialisation. The choices were gunnery, torpedo, navigation, anti-submarines, signals, the Fleet
         Air Arm or submarines.
      

      
      Most naval ratings also joined the service as boys. Charles Anscomb was born in 1908 in the Great Lakes in Canada, where his
         father was a self-employed builder. They returned to England when Charles was six, after which he became fascinated with the
         ships in the Pool of London. He wanted to travel and see the world and finally tried to join the navy when fourteen. The recruiting
         officer told him he was too young and suggested the Marine Society. Established in the eighteenth century with the purpose
         of training penniless orphans for the sea, this charity had become a way to join the navy early. Anscomb’s training at Warspite
         (which was not the battleship but a former hotel at Tilbury) resembled King’s, only the food was worse. ‘You had your allotted place at the mess table and never sat anywhere else,’ he recalled bitterly. ‘You were not allowed “ashore”, you could never
         get a decent wash, and you were constantly and brutally bullied by the older boys. For a lad from a good home it was bloody misery.’ Anscomb did not yet realise that it would turn out to be good preparation for the brutal discipline of the
         navy. ‘After a week of it I had had enough. I tried to escape. When they caught me and brought me back to the ship I was strapped
         over the horse and given the arsing of all arsings.’ After this beating Anscomb decided to buckle down and make the best of
         the training he was offered. Subsequently he became a convert, not to sadistic beating but certainly to the need for strict
         discipline.
      

      
      The normal route for those who joined the navy was to sign up at age fifteen or sixteen for twelve years’ service and then
         spend at least nine months at one of the boys’ training establishments. The most terrifying of these was HMS Ganges at Shotley in Suffolk, where up to two thousand boys were trained at any one time. Each day began with the boys climbing
         up a huge mast, swarming over the yard arm and down the other side. Like Dartmouth, Ganges combined conventional schooling with nautical attainment. Boys learned the skills of seamanship: ropes, knots, splices, guns,
         boats and sailing.
      

      
      Norman Drury, the son of a farm labourer, grew up in a little weatherboarded cottage in Herne Hill, Kent. His schoolteacher
         inspired him to join the navy and he arrived at Shotley just after the general strike in 1926. The new entry was a ‘Nozzer’
         and his first task was to sew his name on his kit over the temporary version with which it had been stamped. After about three
         weeks of square bashing, washing and cleaning he left the Nozzers’ mess and went to class. If he did well he could progress
         to advanced seamanship or communications. Drury chose communications and started learning Morse and flags. He did well at
         his exam too, but then caught scarlet fever and had to drop two classes.
      

      
      The alternative to Ganges was the smaller HMS St Vincent at Gosport with capacity for about 800 boys. Fred Buckingham went there in 1929 after leaving school at fourteen and spending
         two years in a factory. On arrival they were met by a man in naval uniform carrying a large cane. ‘His first words were: “Have
         any of you got any cigarettes?” Some of them had, and offered him one. “Right – hand them over.” This having been done he then said: “From now on anyone found smoking will get six of the best
         from this,” as he swished his cane.’ They soon got used to naval discipline. ‘It has been said that a midshipman is the lowest
         form of animal life but that was said by someone who had never been a “Boy 2nd Class”,’ wrote Buckingham. ‘You just can’t
         get any lower than that.’ The general style was similar to Dartmouth:
      

      
      
         We were ordered around from morning till night. Everything had to be done ‘At the Double’. We seemed to be running from 5
            a.m. until 8.30 p.m. Bedtime at 8.30 for lads of 15 to 17, but by God we were ready for it. The last order before hopping
            between the blankets (remember no sheets) was: ‘Say yer prayers.’ We all knelt at our beds to obey the last order for the
            day. One lad who remained standing was pounced on by the duty Petty Officer. ‘I don’t say prayers,’ said the boy. ‘What’s
            that got to do with it?’ said the PO. ‘Get on yer knees and go through the motions.’
         

      

      
      Buckingham elected to specialise in communications and after a few weeks of general training he started a twelve-week course,
         intending to become a signalman. He felt at a disadvantage because ‘most of the boys in my signal class had been to grammar
         or secondary schools so were way ahead’, but he found he caught up. In the end he decided to plump for wireless telegraphy,
         partly because ‘winter was approaching and I found that I much preferred sitting in a warm classroom trying to read Morse
         to standing on a windswept parade ground in sub-zero temperatures trying to read semaphore’. He also preferred the petty officer
         telegraphist instructor, ‘a cheerful tubby’, to the yeoman of signals who ‘went out of his way to make life as miserable for
         us youngsters as he appeared to find it himself ’.
      

      
      Ben Skeates went to St Vincent in 1935, and in the same year Jack Howard and Jim Thomsett went as boys to Ganges. Ratings, like officers, often came from naval families and Mrs Thomsett’s four brothers had all fought in the navy in the Great War. Like his elder brother Harry, who had joined already, Jim Thomsett’s
         ‘one desire was to go in the navy’ so he joined as a boy at sixteen and was an able seaman three years later, adapting easily
         to life in the battleship Warspite. Jack Howard came from a Sheffield family of seven boys and one girl. Jack’s elder brother Leslie did the standard thing
         in Sheffield and went to the steelworks, but Jack wanted something different. Jack was small and slight, only five foot one
         when he arrived at Ganges, but at least that made climbing the mast easier. He went on to the ‘mighty’ Hood, Admiral Geoffrey Layton’s flagship at Malta and the pride of the Royal Navy. When officially a man, rated ordinary seaman,
         he was still only five foot five, but now sported a tattoo of a sailor with flags on his right arm.
      

      
      Skeates, similarly, had no family naval background. He grew up in Hampshire, where his father found employment as a painter
         and decorator on Lord Eldon’s estate at Longwood. After leaving school Ben got a job with an electrician in Winchester. When
         they ran out of electrical work and transferred him to plumbing, he went down to the naval recruiting office in Southampton
         because he had always wanted to join the navy.
      

      
      The sadistic discipline came as something of a shock to him too. He never forgot the day when Class 239 was ordered to climb
         the mast in threes without boots. If the class of thirty were not down in three minutes they were marched at the double into
         the mess deck. After the officer of the day had said Grace, ‘the two lads detailed to bring the breakfast in did so, and then
         they were ordered to throw it in the garbage bin; that day we would get no breakfast.’ On another occasion one boy became
         ‘panic stricken at the top and had to be brought down in a bosun’s chair. The Instructor (a Gunnery P.O.) then went up to
         him and grabbed his two nipples and twisted them.’ This instructor also supervised swimming, sailing and showering. ‘If you
         hesitated at swimming you were pushed in and when you came out of the shower you invariably received a whack across your backside
         with his whistle chain.’ Eventually he went too far and was sent back to Whale Island, the gunnery school in Portsmouth Harbour.
         Not everyone in the navy was sadistic, but when in 1931 First Lord A.V. Alexander tried to reduce the corporal punishment
         inflicted on seaman boys, the investigative committee concluded that ‘caning is by far the most suitable punishment for boys’.
      

      
      Having finished their shore training, the boys were sent to sea. Anscomb went first to HMS Ajax and then to HMS Danae. There, under Captain Bertram Ramsay, later mastermind of
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