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‘TO SEA AS A MIDSHIPMAN’ 
 
 

H.M.S.TRIUMPH 
And 

H.M.S.NEWCASTLE 
 

Oct 1947-Nov 1948 
 
I had left the Training Cruiser H.M.S.DEVONSHIRE in early August and enjoyed 
three weeks’ leave before returning to Devonport to join the Gunnery School for a 
few weeks. 

 
Passage to Malta on Troop Ship ‘Otranto’. 

11
th
 October 1947. 

 
The following Instructions for joining ‘Otranto’ for passage to Malta is quite amusing, 
luggage not to exceed 3.5 cwt. 
The actual passage was fairly uneventful, rather boring and we were in double bunk 
dormitories for 24 and no nice cruise liner facilities! 
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‘SNOTTIES’ 
 
All midshipmen were commonly called ‘Snotties’. A Sub-Lieutenant, who was 
probably only two to three years older, was in charge, and a much more senior 
officer, usually a Lieutenant-Commander was in overall charge and called the 
‘Snotties’ Nurse’. 
We had to keep a journal which was inspected about weekly by the Snotties’ Nurse. 
Mine are a fascinating record and well worth reading. They are canvas-bound 
foolscap size. 
Our various duties included being:- 
Midshipman of the Watch 
The Commander’s Doggie 
The Air Commander’s Doggie 
The Navigating Officer’s Doggie 
In charge of a motor boat 
Working in the Operations Room 
Working in the Flight Direction Room 
Gun Crew 
 
On arrival at Grand Harbour, Valetta, Malta I joined the Gunroom of H.M.S. 
TRIUMPH. There were 24 of us altogether and we each had a big sea chest to keep 
all our belongings in, and a hammock to sleep in. 
 

H.M.S. TRIUMPH – A Light Fleet Aircraft Carrier had only been 
completed in 1946. She displaced about 18000 tons, had a top speed of 
25.4 knots on trials and carried 30 aircraft in peacetime. She had 120 
officers and 1000 crew.   
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The Commanding Officer was Captain E.M.C. Abel-Smith, part of a large 
family related to the Royal Family somehow. On one occasion he said to 
me ‘Hardy, you can ride, why don’t you get a pony and play polo?’ I 
replied ‘I can’t afford it! (I was paid £11 a month). He responded ‘Well, 
write to your father and ask him to increase your allowance’.  
I had contact with Lady Strickland, who owned and ran the Maltese 
Times. She used to have excellent Tennis and Tea Parties, usually with 
some nice girls! 
On one occasion I was invited to supper and turned up in my one and 
only suit (having just had a Dinner Suit made) to find it was a formal 
dinner party with an Admiral, a Cabinet Minister, two Captains and myself 
- very embarrassing but they were very kind to me!. 
Not long after joining came my 18

th
 birthday (17

th
 November) and we had 

a great run ashore ending in a street called ‘The Gut’ which had lots of 
bars. I am sure the others spiked my drinks because I had the most 
fearful hangover and stayed in my hammock most of the next day. 
Fortunately no one in authority noticed my absence and my colleagues 
covered for me. 
 

The Fleet 
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In those days we still had a respectable Navy and the other carrier was 
H.M.S.OCEAN and there were three cruisers, the LIVERPOOL, 
NEWCASTLE AND EURYALUS. 
In Sliema Creek there were a fair number of destroyers and frigates, 
including one which had Prince Philip as an officer. 
H.M.S.TRIUMPH had the first experimental steam catapult for launching 
aircraft. She was equipped with a squadron of Fireflies, a two-seated 
fighter-bomber aircraft, and a squadron of Sea fires, single-seated fighter 
aircraft. 
 

Guard Ship 
 
One of the ships in harbour had to be the ‘Guard Ship’. This meant being 
at two hours’ notice for steam and not giving leave to anyone so that she 
could proceed to sea at short notice to assist in any emergency such as 
an S.O.S. 
In harbour one of the responsibilities was to send a guard boat round the 
fleet in the middle of the night to see if other ships were alert! I was in 
charge of a boat doing this on several occasions, and, apart from having 
to turn out of my hammock in the middle of the night, was rather fun. The 
boat went round the fleet, as quietly as possible and each ship we passed 
had to shout ‘Boat ahoy’, our response being ‘Guard Boat’. 
 

 
Shooting 
 
Soon after joining, the annual fleet rifle competition took place at Fort 
Ricasoli. I was one of a team of four midshipmen. We shot at 200x, 300x, 
500x, at Tiles and with pistols. There was also a .22 range open to all. I 
won this on two successive days, and this earned me 15/-, I also got 10/- 
for something else. As I was only earning £11.00 a month, this was a 
useful addition to my runs ashore. My father also gave me an allowance 
of £50 p.a. 
Occasionally we would embark some Royal Marines from the base in Malta where 

40, 42 and 45 Commandos were based. 
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Carrier Air Group 
 
In mid January we embarked the whole of our Carrier Air Group 
consisting of 18 Sea Fires, single-seater fighters and 18 Fireflies, two-
seater fighter bombers. 
We then carried out intensive flying exercises to bring the ship up to full 
efficiency. 
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On mess dinner nights the Air Crews used to sing the following song (I 
have left out nine unprintable 

verses).

THE FLEET AIR ARM SONG  

THE A 25 SONG 

 

1. They say in the Air Force a landing's okay, 

If the Pilot gets out and can still walk away, 

But in the Fleet Air Arm the prospects are grim, 

If the landing's piss poor and the pilot can't swim. 

 

Chorus: 

Cracking show, I'm alive, but I've still got to render my A 

25. 

 

2. When you come o'er the round down and see Wing's 

frown, 

You can safely assume that your hook isn't down, 

A bloody great barrier looms up ahead 

Then a pipe on the broadcast: "let's pray for the dead". 

 

3.I thought I was coming in low enough but,  

I was fifty feet high when the batsman gave "cut , 

Loud in my earholes the sweet angels sang, 

Float float float, float float float, - barrier prang! 

 

4. The Phantom is highest and fastest and last, 

For the time is now come when we sing of things past, 

For Wilson and Healey have won in the end, 

And there'll soon be no flat tops for us to defend. 

 

And Groupy was saying you're a bloody disgrace, 

You've pranged all the Seafires and Fireflies and all, 

And left the poor Air Group with no planes at all! 

 

 

 

 

  

SPRING CRUISE. Feb 17
th

 TO ??? 
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Prior to going on a Spring cruise and exercises all the ships were busily 
painted to make sure we were really smart before ‘showing the flag’ in 
foreign ports.. 
On 29

th
 January the Commander-in-Chief inspected us. 

We sailed on Feb 17
th
 with two aircraft carriers, four destroyers and four 

frigates and carried out various exercises en route to Gibraltar including 
Night exercises. 
At Gibraltar I had a run ashore and went across the border into Spain at 
La Linea, a very run-down town. Here I was able to practise my Spanish. I 
had learnt this at Dartmouth for two years and carried on as a 
midshipman using a correspondence course. 
Tuesday 24

th
 Sailed for Toulon. 

Two days later we met with really rough weather in the Gulf of Lyon. Wind 
was 45 knots, a full gale, and we suffered damage to three boats, the bow 
flair was crumpled. 
Mar 2

nd
. Arrived in Toulon and received mail. We had not had any for 

three weeks and it was lovely to get news from home. 
There were lots of official visits, receptions ashore and on board. 
Next port of call was Villefranche.  
Here we opened the ship to visitors and had 1500 swarming all over the 
ship! 
A number of us midshipmen went to a Ball. This was quite amusing as 
initially all of us sat on one side of the room and all the girls on the other. 
Each was eyeing the other and then we went over trying to pick the most 
attractive of the girls. 
One day I went along the coast to Menton where I had an introduction to 
English friends. They lived up a long hill and as I walked up there were 
thousands of frogs croaking, sounding like a colony of jackdaws! 
 

Aranci Bay – Corsica 
 
The fleet of 15 ships gathered here... I remember going ashore and being 
greeted by loads of children all shouting ‘Bic! Bic’ which meant they 
wanted the biro by that name. 
40 midshipmen were sent off to visit Garibaldi’s memorial. This entailed a 
very bumpy ride in lorries followed by a short sea crossing and another 
lorry trip, with no seats, all to spend twenty minutes looking at the rather 
scruffy memorial to the famous Garibaldi! 
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Back to Malta 
 
One of the periodic events was the Arbuthnot Trophy run. This was an 
inter-fleet competition run over three and a half miles of rough terrain and 
the race course. 2220 entered, including me. I came 87

th
 and all our 

ship’s runners came in the top half so we won the Trophy easily. 
 

Cruise to Venice and Trieste 8
th

 to 17
th

 April
 

 
This was a highlight; to visit such a famous city was a real privilege. 
As I wrote at the time,” This unique city, with a population of ¼ million, 
spreads over 117 islets. Founded in the fifth century it gradually grew in 
importance under the able leadership of the Doges, reaching its height of 
power in the 14, 15 and 16

th
 centuries. From then on its importance 

declined steadily as the centre of trade shifted, and also it was conquered 
by Napoleon and ceded to Austria. It became a member of the Kingdom 
of Italy in 1867, being one of the last states to do so. Nowadays its 
importance (what is left) and wealth lies in the glass trade and the large 
tourist traffic. Although its lack of roads means no dust, smoke or noise, 
the backwaters can smell atrociously in hot weather. 
Venice is full of architectural and artistic treasures, and compares very 
favourably with any other Italian city.  Buildings of interest are: the 
Basilica of St. Marco, the Doges’ Palace and the famous resort, the Lido. 
Italy now is in the throes of an election period. There are some ninety 
parties, which seems pointless and muddling, but in actual fact it is a 
straight fight between the Communists and the Christian Democrats; with 
the present feeling indicating a victory by the latter. An hour’s general 
strike was held on Monday throughout Italy, nominally as a protest 
against the disappearance of two Deputies in Sicily. It may also be a 
move to show the strength of the trade unions as an election gesture.” 
 
 
Whilst there I was in charge of a motor boat for some of the time and had 
great fun travelling round the canals and out to Murano to see the glass-
blowing factories. 
The city was rather dirty and run-down after the war and the gondolas, 
which I expected to be gaily coloured were all black. The Rialto Bridge 
seemed to live on its reputation rather than its appearance! 
When we entered harbour we sailed past the Piazza San Marco and 
turned round using ‘Operation Pin Wheel’ which involved using aircraft as 
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what today would be bow and stern thrusters! Very noisy. We then 
secured to buoys immediately opposite the Piazza. 
 
We then sailed on to Trieste, which partitioned between Italy and Anglo-
American free territory. 
In both ports we threw cocktail parties and our Royal Marine Band ‘beat 
the retreat’ very impressively. We also had visitors, on one day 1500 
army and 2000 policemen came on board, what a scrum! 
On the day we sailed I had the middle watch (0001 to 0400) which was 
somewhat tiring after the busy days in port. 

Back to Malta 

 
We were due for a bit of a refit and went into a floating dock. One of our 
fellow midshipmen, Shorty Lawson was a dab hand at making sketches 
for his journal. He saw a crane bringing something up our funnel and 
called his sketch ‘Raising Steam’! Then we were invaded by hordes of 
dockyard mateys. However I avoided some of this by having a ten days’ 
leave with my parents who had flown out. They came on board for a 
Guest Night and then we flew in a small aircraft to Rome where we had a 
fascinating week visiting all the sites and going out to the wonderful Villa 
D’Este. I have lots of black and white photos recording this holiday. 
 
The rest of May and June were spent carrying out flying exercises and 
various other exercises with the fleet. 
Sometimes we would have ‘General Drills’ with all sorts of unlikely 
exercises called for such as:- 
Royal Marines to fry an egg on the flight deck 
Boy seamen to dance a hornpipe 
Keel haul ‘Albert’ (the dummy!) 
Pot a kedge anchor out 
Etc 
After which there would often be ‘Hands to Bathe’ and the ship would stop 
and we would all have a lovely cool swim. 
 

June 23rd to Cyprus and Haifa 
 
We spent a few days in Limasol, a scruffy port on the south coast of 
Cyprus. 
One excursion was in lorries to drive up to Mount Troodos on really hair-
raising hairpin roads with some bends too sharp to get round in one go! 
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We then went to Haifa to cover the withdrawal of the remains of the 
British Army. 
 
The army had lost four tanks and we put to sea to fly off aircraft to see if 
we could find them. 
We were told that there were bribes to part with ammo or rifles by 
Palestinians. The soldiers concerned claimed to have been attacked and 
had the weapons stolen. We wondered what the going rate for a tank 
was! 
 

Izmir Turkey 
 
July 6

th
. Another flag-showing visit to this Turkish Port, a rather run-down 

city. 
We gave the usual cocktail party and had an ‘open to visitors’ day, 2000 
came! 
 

Skyros 
 
This was a quiet Greek Island where we had a few days relaxation. We 
set up a mini Lido on shore which was extremely popular with all hands. 
Rupert Brook the poet is buried on this island and we found his grave, 
reasonably well-tended. 
It was a rugged island and I had fun climbing to the top and enjoying a 
magnificent view. I also took my 12 bore shotgun ashore and indulged in 
a little pigeon shooting without very much success. 
 

Argosoli and the Fleet Regatta 
 
At last the great event occurs, for which we have all been training hard for 
weeks. The weather on the day was excellent. 
Ships present included Triumph, the cruisers Liverpool and Euyralus, 
Forth (the submarine depot ship), Blue Ranger the tanker, 10 destroyers 
and frigates and two submarines 
It was a hard fought regatta and Liverpool won and became the ‘Cock of 
the Fleet’. This entitled her to hoist a silver cock to her masthead. 
 

More Exercises 
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The fleet then spent several days at sea carrying out a wide variety of 
exercises including simulating convoys and submarine attacks, mine 
sweeping, general drills, night-encounter exercises etc, all good 
experience and quite fun. 
 

August – Back in Malta 
 
A three week period of replenishing stores, cleaning and painting, sailing, 
swimming and so on. Nothing of any great interest. 
 
 
 
 
 
H.M.S.NEWCASTLE 
 
A ‘Southampton’ class light cruiser with 6” and 4” guns. Built at 
Newcastle-on-Tyne in 1936. She displaced 9,100 tons. 
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14

th
 August. Bryan Straker and I transferred to the cruiser Newcastle for 

experience in a different ship. Some midshipmen went to destroyers. 
The mids who came to Triumph had a much better introduction to actual 
flying. I only flew once and that was with Commander Lewin of River 
Plate fame. I was his ‘doggie’ and he turned to me one day and said 
‘Hardy, it’s time I flew, I have not been up for ages, you can come with 
me! With fear and trembling I saluted smartly and said ‘Yes Sir’. 
 
The next three weeks were spent in getting to know the ship and working 
in all departments, such as Gunnery, Torpedo Anti-Submarine (TAS), 
Communications, Engine room, damage control etc. 
During this period we had various fleet events including ‘Fleet Aquatics’, a 
Gymkhana, and the ‘Hamilton Cup’ boat race. The latter was quite an 
event and the actual race was followed by a medley of power boats madly 
cheering on their own crews. St Angelo (a shore establishment manned 
by Maltese) won the race thus retaining the cup. Rumour had it that the 
crew had their leave stopped until they had won the race! 
 

Second Summer Cruise – 7
th

 September – 
 
The Fleet, consisting of 14 destroyers and frigates, two cruisers 
Newcastle and Euryalus, Triumph and the submarine depot ship Forth 
sailed. 
Initially we practised fuelling at sea and when we were oiling the hose 
broke and sprayed the side with oil. 
We then carried out all sorts of exercises including anti-submarine ones; 
torpedo attacks, air strikes and a night interception exercise which was 
the most spectacular. We were firing star shells which the other ships 
shot at with tracers so that there was a colourful display as the star shells 
burst overhead and the red and yellow tracers criss-crossed the sky 
following the star shell until it dropped into the sea. 
 

Midshipman’s Journal 
 
As mentioned at the beginning we had to keep a journal and include 
various matters of international events and naval history. The following 



08/09/2016                                                CHAP3-MIDSHIPMAN.DOC 

 14 

map shows u-boat killings in the Atlantic in the ten months from August 
1942 to May 1943. 
A staggering total of 780 ships were sunk totalling 4,000,000 tons. 
It is a reminder that the U-boats nearly won the war by cutting supplies to 
Europe. 
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PALERMO SICILY.  SEPTEMBER 10
TH

 
 
Before arriving we stopped the ship, hove to, and set about washing the 
spilt oil fuel from the side. The Royal Marine band was playing cheerful 
music throughout and when it was finished there was the sound of the 
welcome pipe ‘Hands to Bathe’. That produced a resounding cheer. 
Palermo is the 5

th
 largest city in Italy with a population of half a million. 

We berthed alongside with difficulty partly due to a useless pilot. There 
are lots of bandits in the hills behind who occasionally raid the city. 
Bryan Straker and I went out to the local Lido and had a lovely afternoon 
swimming and kayaking. 
Later that day we all went to a reception at the British Institute. 
The following day we were inundated with official calls from all the great 
and good from Palermo; one of these warranted a one gun salute which 
rather startled the locals. 
In the afternoon we held a children’s party for about 300 orphans, like all 
children’s parties this was a great success. 
The next day we mustered a sailing team to sail against the local yacht 
club. I was one of the team and managed to come 4

th.
 

 
Monday 13

th
 September 

 
Sailed for Trieste direct, no exercises this time. We sailed along the north 
coast of Sicily past Stromboli which was gently smoking and then through 
the straits of Messina and past Scylla and Charybdis which were 
somewhat disappointing. We proceeded with care up the eastern side of 
the Adriatic as there were still a lot of unswept mines (This was roughly 
where H.M.Volage hit a mine and had her bows blown off. Volage was 
launched by my mother during the war when my father was Flag 
Lieutenant to the board of the Admiralty) 
 

Trieste – 15
th – 21st September 

 
There were a lot of English and American troops still here and we had a 
lot of inter-service sports and various entertainments. 
There was a major fair going on and visits to that were good fun. 
 

Venice 22
nd

 -24
th

 September 
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Once again we moored bang opposite the Piazza San Marco, (see earlier 
photograph) 
Bryan Straker and I had a wonderful ‘educational’ trip ashore and visited 
many of the notable tourist attractions including the Doge’s Palace, 
Bridge of Sighs, various galleries such as the Academy of Fine Arts and 
the Basilica, and, of course, glass blowing mini factories. 
There were, as usual all the official visits and cocktail parties and ‘open to 
visitors’ etc. 
 

Sail back to Malta 25
th

 September 
 
We spent a couple of weeks here with the usual routine of replenishment 
and generally catching up with maintenance and having a few exercises 
at sea. 
The next major event was to sail to 
 

Aranci Bay – Sardinia 
 
There was quite a fleet anchored here and we had a busy week with lots 
of sailing races in very unpredictable winds. 
The midshipmen played the boys at water polo and were beaten 3-0, 
which was not surprising as we threw a team of seven together without 
any practice at team work. However it was good fun. 
The C-in-C decreed that the midshipmen from Liverpool and Newcastle 
should survey a channel between the main island and a small island so 
we set off in a whaler with flags, sextants, lead lines and lunch and tea. 
We had not done this sort of work before and were given a briefing by 
LT.Cdr Tony Fanning (who later taught me navigation at Dryad) 
At the end of the day we completed a chart with lots of soundings and 
other marks, weary but happy with a day in the open air and exercise. 
The fleet carried out many exercises whilst at Aranci Bay including 
‘General Drill’ which meant receiving signals from C-in-C to carry out a 
huge variety of exercises ranging from keel-hauling the dummy to laying 
out a kedge anchor, pointing ship, as well as many humorous ideas which 
would probably not occur in the real world but tested our mental alertness 
and resourcefulness. 
 

October Tripoli and Zuara – Operation Arcturus 
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We had a rough trip down to Tripoli with a beam swell making us roll 10 
to 15 degrees each way. This made it difficult to sleep on a camp bed. 
Naval Ships do not have stabilisers like modern cruise liners! 
We anchored outside Tripoli Harbour as the port is still full of wrecks. This 
also made running a boat inshore tricky at night as many of the wrecks 
were not marked properly. 
We then sailed along the coast to Zuara, which was relatively 
undamaged, ready for a major seven day exercise simulating a landing 
that was necessary in 1943 when Allied Forces were driving Rommel and 
his army out. 
There were quite a few ships involved and Landing Ship Tanks (LST) and 
Landing Craft, Mechanised (LCM) 
 
Back to Malta and Return to H.M.S.Triumph                          15

th
 

October 
 
Triumph was in a floating dock for six weeks undergoing various repairs 
and minor improvements, in particular strengthening the bow flair which 
gets buckled in heavy seas. 
I made use of the sports club at Marsa playing squash and hockey. The 
club struggles financially as the fleet is often away and custom is low. 
One day most of the Midshipmen spent a day at sea in the tug Brigand 
towing a target for various ships to fire at. We had to keep a photographic 
record of the fall of shot and were not very impressed at the poor 
accuracy! 

 
SEAMANSHIP EXAM 
 
Many of us had to take the exam and my journal says that Tank Sherman 
came first, Bryan Straker 2

nd
 and I was third. I am not sure if this exam 

was for all midshipmen in Malta at the time. 
 

BOXING MATCH VERSUS H.M.S.DEVONSHIRE CADETS 
 
I was one of the team but I regret that I lost my match and noted that I 
was very out of condition! 
 
RETURN TO U.K. 
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My journal came to an abrupt end here and I cannot remember how and 
when we returned to the U.K. 
 
Bryan Straker recalls ‘We returned in the ‘Empire Ken’, an ex-German 
cruise liner with our staff. She broke down for some hours in the Bay of 
Biscay, which wasn’t very pleasant.’ 
 


