
 
 

A wise person once said…. 
We all love to spend money buying 
new clothes but we never realize that 
the best moments in life are enjoyed 
without clothes. (My Favourite) 
Having a cold drink on a hot day with 
a few friends is nice, but having a hot 
friend on a cold night after a few 
drinks - PRICELESS. (Ditto). 
Breaking News: Condoms don't 
guarantee safe sex anymore. A friend 
of mine was wearing one when he 
was shot dead by the woman's 
husband. (Ooops). 
Arguing over a girl's bust size is like 
choosing between Molson, Heineken, 
Carlsberg, & Budweiser. Men may 
state their preferences, but will grab 
whatever is available. (How true). 
AND……………… 
A recent study found that women 
who carry a little extra weight live 
longer than the men who mention it! 
(Yikes) 
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Editorial 
By Shipmate Norrie Millen 

Hi! Shipmates,  
Well Christmas is over for another year (Thank 
goodness I can almost hear some of you say!) 
and we are all still here to enjoy another year. 
I guess Christmas time is really a time for the 
small and younger children, but as we grow 
older unless we have been fortunate enough 
to have grand and great grandchildren it 

almost seems like any other day. 
The thing I hate most about the festive season is the 
overcrowded stores, being pushed and shoved, aisles blocked 
with discarded shopping trolleys, I say discarded, and I am of 
course talking about shoppers who leave their carts piled high 
and across the aisles blocking access to other shoppers whilst 
they disappear to other parts of the store.  However the 
moment you move their carts out of the way they appear 
almost frothing at the mouth and often are quite rudely 
abusive because you dared to move their trolley out of your 
way. 
People can be very rude and I don’t just mean the younger 
generation, in fact they are often much politer than older folk.  
Nothing irritates me more than to hold the door open for 
someone and they breeze past like I am the doorman with not 
a word of thanks, same when you stand aside to let someone 
pass, you are totally ignored – I often say quite loudly “You are 
very welcome”, this either gets a sheepish embarrassed grin, a 
mouthful of abuse or being totally ignored. 
I guess the age of chivalry and good manners is about dead. 
The way I see it anyway!  

Ahoy Shipmate 
RNA Torbay Newsletter 

Welcome Aboard 
Please welcome aboard our newest branch shipmate and certainly the farthest away – Steve Jackson (Chief 

Petty Officer Scablifter USN Retired) who lives in Bremerton, Washington State USA 
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Chairman’s Corner 
By Shipmate John Soanes 

 "A Very Happy and 
Healthy New Year to one 
and all" 

During my fourteen years RN service, I 
always opted for small ships when 
completing my drafting preference form. I 
never served in any ship larger than a 
destroyer, which in my day were said to be 
small ships and those that served in 
destroyers and frigates were generally known 
as small ship sailors. As everyone is well 
aware destroyers and frigates usually 
displaced no more than about 2000 tons some 
much less, others like the later Battle Class 
about 2300 tons.  
Then along came the Daring class of the 
1950's which were much larger, and now of 
course the Type 45 destroyers which are 
almost the size of a post war cruiser! 
Even these large destroyers have been 
superseded in size by the United States latest 
stealth destroyer USS Zumwalt at 15,000 
tons.  

But now - The Japanese Maritime Self 
Defence Force (JMSDF) have a new 
destroyer well into her initial six month sea 
trials. This ship named JDS IZUMO is the 
largest warship built in Japan since World 
War 2 displacing over 24,000 tons. The 
vessel is described as a helicopter carrying 
destroyer, it boasts a flight deck with no less 
than five helicopter landing sites and can 
accommodate fourteen helicopters!. This 
destroyer also has the potential to be adapted 
for amphibious operations and could even be 
adapted to operate take off and vertical 
landing (STOVL) fixed wing aircraft.  
The Chinese describe it as an aircraft carrier 
in disguise!. Looking at the picture I think we 
can all understand why! 

Back to Torbay branch matters. by the time 
you read this we will have had our Festive 
lunch at the Redcliff Hotel and also the 2015 
Annual General meeting will be over with, 
hopefully, plans afoot for 2015. If you have 
any suggestions as to what the branch should 

get up to in 2015, please let either myself or 
the Hon. Secretary know.  
Finally, the branch has a welfare 
representative and a Newsletter editor namely 
S/M Norrie Millen. May I ask that he is given 
support, firstly with letting him know of any 
member who is 'on the sick list' or is in need 
of advice re welfare matters. Secondly to 
support him with items for the newsletter by 
way of small articles or reminiscences about 
your own RN career. Over a pint many 
anecdotes and tales are related 
after branch meetings, why not 
put pen to paper or fingers to 
the keys and zap Norrie a tale!  

]]]]]]]] 
  

A glass of wine  
To my friends who enjoy a glass of wine 
and those who don't and are always seen 
with a bottle of water in their hand:  
As Benjamin Franklin said:  
In wine there is wisdom, in beer there is 
freedom, in water there is bacteria.  
In a number of carefully controlled trials, 
scientists have demonstrated that if we 
drink  
1 litre of water each day, at the end of the 
year we would have absorbed more than 1 
kilo of Escherichia coli, (E. Coli) - bacteria 
found in faeces. In other words, we are 
consuming 1 kilo of poop annually.  
However, we do NOT run that risk when 
drinking wine & beer  
(or rum, whiskey or other liquor) because 
alcohol has to go through a purification 
process of boiling, filtering and 
fermenting.  
Remember: Water = Poop, Wine = Health 
Therefore, it's better to drink wine and 
talk stupid, than to drink water and be full 
of S***.  
There is no need to thank me for this 
valuable information: I'm doing it as a 
public service. 
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Editor’s note:  I will be running “The 
China Fleet Club” in three parts as it 
is a very long article. 

THE ROYAL NAVY first came to 
Hong Kong at the request of the 
British opium merchants based at 
Canton whose ever increasing 
business, made illegal by successive 
Chinese Emperors, was jeopardised by 
the actions of one Special Imperial 
Commissioner for the suppression of the opium 
trade. In one week he had confiscated 20,291 
chests of opium causing the merchants to seek 
shelter in the bays of several neighbouring 
islands, one of which was Hong Kong. 

During January and March 1840 several Naval 
Actions took place which forced the Chinese to 
the conference table. A convention was finally 
agreed upon which allowed the British to take 
possession of Hong Kong island on January 
26th 1841. 

The home government, however, was not 
satisfied. Further expeditions between October 
and December 1841 resulted in many Chinese 
cities being taken, the Grand Canal being 
blocked, and the Fleet laying off 
outside Nanking. By the 
Treaty of Nanking of 
August 1842, the British 
Merchants gained the 
freedom they wanted, 
and the ‘jewel’ of Hong 
Kong was added to the 
British Crown.  

Hong Kong meant many different 
things to many different people over the 150 
odd years of its status as a British Crown 
Colony. To some it has meant the view from 
the Peak, to others the magnificent harbour or 
the crowded shopping areas of Tsim Sha Tsui. 
To the ratings of the Royal and Commonwealth 
Navies, however, for over 50 years it meant the 
CHINA FLEET CLUB. 
Establishing the naval base 
SOON AFTER THE British Crown took 
possession of Hong Kong in 1841 the Naval 
Authorities began to erect buildings along the 
foreshore of the original West Point site and on 
a new site in Central, which was to prove to be 
the permanent one. While store depots were 
established ashore, the Navy also made use of 
a succession of ships moored in the harbour, 
until 1897 when HMS Tamar arrived. This ship 

gave her name to the present dockyard 
and was scuttled in 1941 prior to the 

Japanese occupation in WWII. 

The dockyard continued to expand 
entailing an increase in personnel 
and for the first time, in 1859, it 
appeared in the Navy list under the 
heading of "HM Victualling Yard" as 

well as under "Dockyard". 

In January 1861 when Britain acquired the 
Kowloon peninsular the Navy gained a site for 
a coal storage yard and Stonecutters Island as 
a quarantine area. The remainder of the 
century passed with no apparent change in the 
yards.  

In December 1901 additional land was 
purchased to the north of the Kowloon yard, 
again for coal storage, and the site in Central 
was slowly expanded to cater for the rapidly 
growing Naval presence. 

Many wanted the Navy to move all its facilities 
to the Kowloon yard, but the Admiralty resisted 
and both sites remained Naval property until 
October 1959 when the Kowloon yard was 
handed back to the civil authorities. 

The Central sited dockyard 
was surrounded on all 

sides by Army barracks 
which jealously 
guarded their land and 

would not allow any 
further expansion along 

the shore line - the only 
possible way to expand was 
seaward reclamation. In 1902 

the foundation stone for the extension was laid 
and by 1908 39 acres had been created. 

The new sea walls were 4,580 feet long and 
included a floating basin and a graving dock. 
The basin, designed to have an area of 9 acres 
and a depth at the lowest Spring tide of 30 feet, 
today is a well known landmark along Hong 
Kong's crowded foreshore.  

The graving dock could take three submarines 
side by side at one time. The dry dock was 
eventually filled in October 1959 and all that 
remains today is the memorial stone taken from 
its head. This stone, with its brass inscription 
can be seen in a small garden in today's base.  

The dockyard was under Japanese control from 
the surrender on 25th December 1941 until 
Admiral Harcourt and a very strong fleet arrived 
to repossess it on 30th August 1945. In 

THE CHINA FLEET CLUB – PRE-WAR YEARS 
Thanks to Ken Jones (HMS Tenby Association) & with permission from Russ Graystone (RAN www.gunplot.net) 

THE ORIGINAL HMS TAMAR 
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September Admiral Harcourt was appointed 
Commander in Chief of Military Administration. 

The Navy proved to be invaluable to the 
rehabilitation process, helping civilian 
organisations, providing medical aid and 
maintaining Law and Order. More important 
even for morale was the way the service 
brought a welcome return to normality to the 
social scene by organising children's parties, 
dances and even cricket matches.  

A key role in the Navy's own social life, and in 
that of the Hong Kong community in general, 
was played by the China Fleet Club which had 
been established in the mid-1930's and really 
began to come into its own with the post-war 
years.  

The natural culmination to all this was Victory 
Day on October 9th when the march past, 
outside the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank 
took 15 minutes.  

On November 28th 1957 it was announced that 
the Naval dockyard would be 
closed down. The reason 
given being that there 
was no future 
requirement for a full 
scale dockyard in 
Hong Kong due to the 
reorganisation of Naval 
forces. However to soften 
the blow the yard was to be 
run down over a two year 
period.  

Though the dockyard had closed there was still 
a considerable Naval presence that had to be 
contained within the restricted area the 
Admiralty would retain. It was with some 
surprise that in August 1959 the public learned 
that the Navy had retained a toe-hold in Central 
and a sizeable portion of its old water front. The 
Colony learnt that the Hong Kong Government 
had agreed to pay £7 million for the Royal Navy 
Dockyard and Kowloon Naval Yard, to pay 
$210,000 for a wall around the new yard and 
half the cost of walling up the dry dock. 

The new HMS Tamar, and fifth in line, gradually 
emerged between 1959 and 1962 in the form of 
a compact, modern Naval Base between 
Harcourt Road and the water front. The road, 
de-signed to link Connaught Road and 
Gloucester Road was completed in 1961, and 
built across former dockyard land. On either 
side old naval buildings were pulled down and 
used to fill in the dry dock. The buildings of the 
Tamar Section were left to the last but by 1962 
the new office accommodation and quarters 

were ready in the western end of the base and 
transfer was made across the few hundred 
yards from the eastern end. 

The tower block was completed in 1978 on the 
site of the old dockyard workshops, and was 
opened on the 4th March 1979 by the Prince of 
Wales. The seafront to the East of the basin 
was reclaimed and in 1986 the new workshops 
were built.  

The First China Fleet Club - The Royal Naval 
Canteen 

UNTIL THE CHINA Fleet Club was opened in 
1934 the Royal Naval Canteen looked after the 
recreational needs of the Men of the Fleet in 
Hong Kong. That predecessor of today’s Club, 
even before the First World War, was situated 
close by the old "Blue Buildings" on the corner 
of Arsenal Street and Hennessy Road. 

But by 1920 the future of the Canteen was in 
question. The Commander-in-Chief, China 
Station, reported that the Hong Kong 

Government was considering 
a reclamation scheme to 

widen and straighten 
Queen’s Road, which 
would mean the 
demolition of the 
Canteen. 

Perhaps this was 
timely. The old Canteen 

was in such a bad state of 
repair generally, no 

modern sanitation even, that plans were afoot 
to spend something in the region of $10,000 on 
redecoration and repair. 

The premises had been purchased at an 
original cost of $40,000 and their value in 1920 
was between $120,000 and $150,000. 

There were delays over the next three or four 
years while the possibility of a Union Jack Club 
for both the Army and Navy was considered. 
But in 1924 the decision was made to abandon 
this idea and to concentrate on a Club for naval 
personnel, leaving the Army to go its own way. 

A possible site had been selected for a new 
Canteen on reclaimed land on Arsenal Street 
and Queen’s Road. It was estimated then that 
$1,400,000 would be needed for this project 
and that could be met as follows: 

• From the old Canteen $500,000 
• Compensation from the HK Government 

for the old site $400,000 
• and the balance of $500,000 made good 

by an Admiralty grant. 

THE ORIGINAL ROYAL NAVAL CANTEEN 
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Further delays were caused when the Admiralty 
objected to the site - it was too near the Naval 
Arsenal! During the next few years the Naval 
Dockyard expanded considerably and a good 
deal of land changed hands between the 
Admiralty and the Hong Kong Government, the 
net result being that the Naval Arsenal was 
transferred to Stonecutters Island. 

IN 1929 NOTICE was formally received from 
the Government that the Royal Naval Canteen 
would have to be evacuated, the Government 
offered compensation for the old site and made 
an offer of a site on Gloucester Road where a 
new Canteen could be built. 

One might have said the Club was home and 
dry at last - not quite! Money, or the lack of it, 
raised its ugly head. The compensation the 
Hong Kong Government offered was nowhere 
near sufficient to meet the cost of a new 
building, which at that time was in the region of 
$735,000. All that could be raised was: 

• From the old Canteen $166,000 
• From the Weihaiwei Canteen $ 30,000 
• Government compensation $154,000 
• A balance of $385,000 had to be found! 

Admiralty turned down a request for an interest-
free loan of £20,000 but after considerable 
discussion with the Treasury a "gift" of £5,000 
was eventually approved in July 1931. 

After many meetings and discussions to find 
ways and means to raise the necessary capital 
for the new Canteen, the Hong Kong and 
Shanghai Bank came to the rescue. The late 
Sir Vandeleur M.Grayburn, then Chief Manager 
of the Bank, agreed to an overdraft to cover the 
cost of erecting and furnishing a new building to 
take the place of the old Canteen. "Blue 
Buildings", a name given when the old building 
became the Canteen, because of the colour of 
the exterior, is still commonly used by members 
of the club. 

With this assurance from the Bank, plans went 
ahead for the new building. Messrs. Leigh & 
Orange were appointed Architects and Mr A.S. 
Mackichan started preparing plans for 
consideration by the naval authorities. Plans 
were submitted for a six-storey building, plus 
basement. Provisions were made for Bars, 
Billiards Rooms, Reading Rooms, Dining 
Rooms, Cubicles, Dormitories, Offices, Staff 
Quarters, Kitchen, Laundry, Boiler House, a 
Mineral Water Factory and a Theatre. 

The plans were provisionally passed and 
tenders called for. But great consternation was 

caused when the receipt of the tenders showed 
the costs far exceeded the original estimates. A 
signal received from the Commander-in-Chief 
read "The Trustees of the Club are placed in a 
most difficult position, from which they must 
extricate themselves". The Commander-in-
Chief was unable to sanction such a large 
outlay over and above the original estimated 
costs. 

After more conferences were held by the Naval 
authorities, Architects and Contractors, a 
revised plan was produced. This reduced the 
size of the building by one storey and other 
savings were made by the use of cement "other 
than Green Island Cement" and also by the use 
of less expensive materials for internal 
construction, and smaller lifts. 

The revised plans, with their great reduction in 
overall costs, were eventually approved and 
work finally began. The list of contractors 
sounds a bit like a slice of Hong Kong’s 
history:- Messrs. Lam Woo & Company, 
Dodwell & Company, Jardine Matheson & Co., 
Messrs. W. Jack & Co, Hong Kong Electric and 
the HK & China Gas Company. 

Further appeals were made to the Admiralty for 
financial assistance, and an Admiralty Fleet 
Order was issued to all units of the Royal Navy 
asking for contributions. The response was 
generous. In addition to the donations from the 
Fleet, the Admiralty donated £7,000 from a 
surplus from the old Naval Savings Bank. And 
the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank handed 
back, as a gift, the Interest which had been 
charged on the bank overdraft over 
approximately three years. 

THE CHINA FLEET CLUB (1934 - 1939)  
HK Harbour, HMS Tamar and RN Dockyard  
IT HAD ALREADY been established during all 
those meetings in the 1920’s regarding the 
status of the Canteen, that it belonged to the 
Men of the Fleet. 

On 11th January 1933, the foundation stone of 
the China Fleet Club, as it had been renamed, 
was laid by Admiral Sir Howard Kelly, G.B.E., 
K.C.B., C.M.G., M.V.O., then Commander-in-
Chief, China Station. 

The China Fleet Club stands on Government 
land. Then, as today, it embraces an area of 
19,757 square feet. It is leased to the Trustees 
of the Club for 999 years; the lease was 
antedated to 25th June 1863, and executed on 
20th June 1934. The Crown Rent for the 
property was, and is, $408 a year. 
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When the Theatre was 
completed and opened on 
27th December 1933, it 
was immediately booked 
by the Hong Kong 
Amateur Dramatic 
Club for rehearsals and 
production of plays. 

Tombola was a great 
favourite too and was 
played in the Theatre three 
evenings a week. The Club 
took a 10% share of the 
takings. Tombola has never lost its popularity 
and is still played in the Club regularly. 

On 21st March 1934 the China Fleet Club was 
formally opened by Commodore Frank Elliot, 
R.N., Commodore Hong Kong 

During 1934 the China Fleet Club was legally 
established as a Corporation and on the 18th 
May, the Governor signed an Ordinance 
entitled "An Ordinance for the Incorporation of 
the Trustees of the China Fleet Club." This 
Ordinance made the Trustees of the Club, as 
appointed by the Commodore, or Officer-in-
Charge of R.N. Naval Establishments in Hong 
Kong, a Corporation with the power 
to hold and deal with its 
property. The advantages of 
having the Club 
incorporated are that in the 
event of either of the 
Trustees leaving Hong 
Kong new Trustees can 
be appointed by the 
Commodore-in-Charge to 
ensure continued operation of 
the club. 

The China Fleet Club was 
completed and finished at a total 
cost of $1,250,000.00. 

By the end of the first year of operation the 
Club showed a profit of $35,000. However, 
prices of Beer, Wines and Spirits were rather 
high compared to other Clubs in Hong Kong 
and the Club was not patronized as well as it 
could have been. So in 1935, the number of 
Boys employed was cut by 25 per cent, and the 
cost of meals, wines, beer and spirits reduced 
by 10 per cent. The Men’s Bar was enlarged, 
taking in a Reading Room. These moves were 
very satisfying, and the Club became very 
popular throughout the fleet. 

From then on the men used the Club a great 
deal more and on return from the North, billiard 
and snooker competitions were organised. 
Silver cups were presented by Messrs. H. 

Ruttonjee & Son and members of the 
winning teams were presented 

with replicas of the cups. 
Medals purchased from 

Club funds were 
presented to the 
runners-up. These 
competitions were held 

annually until 1940. 

During the 1930’s the 
Theatre was engaged for long 

periods by the H.K. Amateur 
Dramatic Club, the 

Philharmonic Society and the H.K. Singers. It 
was also extensively used for Ship’s Concerts, 
Military Concerts, dances organised by the 
Fleet and also by the Cheerio Club of Hong 
Kong. Boxing contests were also held in the 
winter. 

Although prices had been reduced and the 
Fleet spent less time in Hong Kong - Singapore 
being an established naval base - considerable 
profits continued to be made. By 1938 the 
overdraft at the Bank had been reduced to 
approximately $75,000 and all debts in 
connection with the construction and furnishing 

of the Club had been paid. The 
improved financial situation 

gave considerable 
satisfaction besides 

dispelling any doubts 
as to the Club’s 
ability to pay its way 

in the future. Letters 
of congratulation were 

received from the 
Admiralty and the 

Commander-in-Chief, China 

Station. 

It is interesting to know what the 
China Fleet was like in those days. The Fleet, 
at that time, consisted of the 8th Cruiser 
Squadron, comprising five or six ships of the 
"County" or "London" Class cruisers; the 8th 
Destroyer Flotilla comprising the old "D" Class 
destroyers; the aircraft carrier, H.M.S. Eagle, 
H.M.S. Medway, submarine Depot Ship and 
Submarines; a M.T.B. Flotilla; a score or so of 
gunboats and a few sloops. The Shore 
Establishments didn’t exist then, and the Ship’s 
Company of TAMAR was accommodated in the 
old ‘Tamar’. The veteran with her white sides 
and tall yellow masts lent a lot of atmosphere to 
the Dockyard, but was doomed to be scuttled in 
the harbour during the war - a sad loss. A small 
naval air station was already in operation 
before the War, at Kai Tak.  

Senior Sailors Bar China Fleet Club 

China Fleet Club Theatre 
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Towards the end of the 1930’s it became 
obvious that the Club was not large enough to 
cope with the needs of such a fleet. The 
Architects were asked to prepare plans for the 
addition of a new wing to the Club and for an 
additional floor on top of the existing building. 
The Hong Kong Government was approached 
and it was tentatively agreed that the plot of 
land adjacent to the Theatre should be 
purchased by the Club and a seven storey 
building erected there. The Chief Manager of 
the Hong Kong Bank was approached, and 
without hesitation, agreed to guarantee an 
overdraft of $1,000,000. 

The idea was to allocate the new wing of the 
building for the use of Chief and Petty Officers, 
and others of similar rank. The existing building 
was to be for the exclusive use of junior ratings, 
and the existing kitchen was to be completely 
modernised. 

Then came 1939 and rumours of war. All plans 
for the modernisation and extension of the Club 
were suspended on 3rd September 1939, when 
Europe was plunged into World War II. 
Next issue- China Fleet Club - The War Years  

]]]]]]]] 

 

 

 

 

 

Ingredients 
Ingredients: 
5 oz  .....soft marge  
8 oz  .....self-raising flour  
5 oz  .....castor sugar  
3  .........eggs  
1 lb  .....mincemeat  
3 oz  .....sultanas  
............flaked almonds  
METHOD:  
Beat all ingredients together, place into loaf 
tin. sprinkle with flaked almonds. Bake at 
325°F for 1¾ hours.  

]]]]]]]] 
Chocolate Crunchies  
Ingredients:  
2 tbsp  ..Gold Syrup  
2 oz  .....Butter  
1 tsp ....Ground Ginger  
4 oz  .....Drinking Chocolate  
2½ oz  ..Corn flakes  
Method:  

Melt butter, ginger and syrup in pan. DO 
NOT boil. Stir in drinking chocolate. 
Remove from heat and fold in corn flakes. 
Spoon into greased paper bun cases. Chill 
in fridge until very cold. Eat same day. 

]]]]]]]]] 

The Festive Lunch 

By Norrie Millen 
The Festive Lunch was very well supported 
and thoroughly enjoyed by the three RNA 
Branches Torbay, Newton Abbot Brixham & 
RMA Torbay, with 66 in attendance and in 
very good spirits. Both the President and Vice 
President thanked all attendees for their 
support, without which the event would not 
have been possible.  Sadly the photographer 
had a new toy (camera) which he was on a 
learning curve with and several of the images 
were dark and or out of focus. 

The President, Peter Brown said that food for 
thought was to consider like events with all 
branches combined and possibly circulate 
around each Branch location.  He asked 
attendees to consider this and possibly 
discuss it at their various committee 
meetings. 

  

Cooks to the Galley 

Norrie’s  
Mincemeat  
Cake & Chocolate 
Crunchies 
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The function was made even more enjoyable 
when I won the bottle of Scotch and Jan 
Mordaunt on our table won second bottle 
prize of rum.  Nice to be on a winning table 
for a change, maybe my luck is beginning to 
change! 

More captioned pictures are on website. 

  

Welfare Report 
Shipmate David Cartwright was admitted 
to hospital recently having lapsed into a 
semi-conscious state. Following treatment 
and various tests he was released the 
next day. David was very disappointed at 
having to miss the Festive Lunch which he 
had really been looking forward to 
attending with his friends. 
Shipmate Billy Cotton in the Walking 
Wounded category but still going through 
Chemo, which he says is not very nice. He 
has had all the treatment; however it takes 
a long time to work its way round his body. 
It takes him a long time to type as his 
hands are affected basically they don’t 
work as his brain tells them!  
Please phone me if you know of any 
shipmate on sick list.  I wish anybody on 
light duties a speedy recovery and hope to 
see you at ‘Both Watches’ soon.  
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Editors Note: This story has a unique twist at 
the end! 

On the  27th of  April  1951, in Gibraltar, I 
witnessed an  event  which gave me a 
healthy respect for explosives during my 
subsequent 23 years as a gunnery 
rate. The circumstances 
were as follows: 

The munitions 
carrier   RFA 
Bedenham 
was 
unloading a 
cargo of 500 
tons of mixed 
ammunition at 
Gun wharf on 
the morning of the 
27th when a depth-
charge ignited in a barge 
which was alongside. A fire brigade sub 
officer arrived alongside with a fire tender, 
boarded Bedenham on his own with a fire 
appliance and directed a jet onto the burning 
ammunition in the lighter. An R.N. Captain 
and the Chief Fire Officer organised the 
firefighting arrangements on the jetty. There 
followed an explosion and the fire spread to 
the ship. There then followed a much more 
violent explosion which ripped the ship apart. 

The crew of Bedenham had left the scene but 
the RN Captain and the Naval Armament 
Supply Officer who had by then moved onto 
the ship’s bridge, were blown into the water 
and picked up unharmed by a 
Naval launch. but 
eleven people, 
most of them 
Firemen, were 
killed in the 
vicinity  
including the 
Chief and  Sub 
Officer and persons 
manning fire appliances on 
the jetty.  Two other civilians were killed 
some distance away at the top of Ragged 
Staff Hill by flying shrapnel.. Apart from the 
fact that almost every pane of glass in the 
town was blown out there was remarkably 
little damage due to the fact that the 
dockyard area is mostly low lying reclaimed 
land and that it is flanked all the way along its 

inboard length with continuous 60 ft 
casements and bastions and this had the 
effect of deflecting the full force of the blast 
upwards. As you can see from the 
accompanying photo the bow section of the 
ship was lifted up onto the jetty, the two 

nearest dockyard cranes were felled 
and extensive damage was 

done to buildings in the 
vicinity. a section of 
the foremast/derrick 
assembly went 
skywards and 
cleared the Rocks 
“saddle” at about 
1200 ft, landing on 
the eastern  water 

catchments above 
Catalan Bay. 

At the time of the event I was a 
service brat of 9, and lived in a house 

about half a mile south of the Gun Wharf .just 
above the casement wall at the foot of Scud 
(not that scud) Hill, and on that morning I was 
off sick from school and on the second story 
balcony which gave me a line of sight over 
the roofs of the dockyard stores buildings 
looking almost due north. 

From this point I could see a rising pall of 
smoke tinged at the base with flame, then a 
bang.  I called my mother and, as we 
watched, a sheet of flame reared high above 
the rooftops, then the whole thing went up, 
followed by black dots filling the sky, at this 

my Mother, who realised what the 
black dots were, heaved me 

into the house, down 
the stairs and into 
the stair cupboard. 

When we 
emerged, the only 

damage to our 
house was a large 

chunk of ship’s side in our 
walled yard, but the houses in 

the alley immediately behind us had the 
windows and shutters blown out and ceilings 
down, blast does funny things like that. One 
of the things that stick in my mind was that, 
for the next few days there were plugged, 
contact sea mines floating in the harbour, the 
reason being that the available Bomb 
Disposal people were working flat out 
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checking out every one of the thousands of 
bits of metal scattered around public areas to 
work out whether they were in fact bits of 
ammo and dangerous and that it was 
assumed that if a sea mine, having been 
blown out of the vessel without exploding, 
and now peacefully floating about, was o.k. 
until they  could get around to it though there 
were Naval launches keeping an eye on 
them.  

The accompanying picture shows the bow 
section on the end of the jetty, the after 
section resting on the bottom and the two 
surviving dockyard cranes as well as the 
ruined buildings. 

Now for the rest of the story…..! 

At the time Ken was living at No 1 Scud 
Hill, (1951-53 his dad was CSM of 
RASC) which is about midway between 
main dockyard gate and South gate. In 
1974, 21 years later I was allocated a 
Married Quarter designated No. 2 
Sandpits MSQ which is one and the 
same building!  How’s that for a small 
world.  

A standard naval tot of rum consisted of an 
eighth of a pint of rum (which was over 50% ABV, 
and was traditionally named "overproof"). Generally 
spirits are about 40% in comparison. 
Labelling spirits today as overproof or underproof is 
derived from the early method of treating Jamaica 
rum in the naval victualling yards before it was 
issued to the warships. The rum used to arrive in 
England at 140 degrees overproof after which it was 
reduced to 95.5 degrees underproof by having water 
added to it. A small amount of the mixture was 
poured over some grains of gunpowder and then a 
magnifying glass was used to ignite it. If the burning 
alcohol managed to stay alight then it was said to be 
"proof". And if it didn't light then it was underproof. If 
it exploded then it was overproof. Proof spirit today is 
legally defined as that which has a specific gravity of 
12/13 (92.3 percent) at 51ºF, and of course they 
don't do the gunpowder/magnifying glass test 
anymore! 

Once a rating reached the age of twenty he 
was entitled to draw his tot. Senior Rates were 
entitled to drink this neat, however Junior Rates had 
"2 in 1" which meant that it was mixed with two parts 
water to one part rum. The reason for this was so 
that the rum could not be stored and saved for 
another day. The rum was a blend from different 
countries in the Caribbean, most notably British 
Guyana, British Virgin Islands and Trinidad  
The official reason for stopping the tradition of 
supplying a tot to ratings was that the Royal Navy 
had much sophisticated equipment and weaponry 
onboard and needed sober sailors to operate it.  
It was deemed that the Chief Petty Officers and 
Petty Officers would be allowed their own bars to 
purchase any spirits or beer. The Junior Rates would 
be entitled to purchase an extra can of beer, making 
three cans of beer a day. In compensation the 
Sailors Fund would be created with a lump sum that 
would be invested and used to purchase recreational 
equipment for ships companies. 


