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Saving	Private	Ryan	
Many	 of	 you	 would	 have	 seen	 the	 film	 ‘Saving	 Private	 Ryan’	 based	 on	 bring	 the	
fourth	 son	 home	 from	War.	 But	 what	 about	 Laindon’s	 own	 ‘Saving	 private	 Ryan’	
story,	which	unfortunately	did	not	have	such	a	happy	ending.	

Albert	William	 and	 Jessie	 Emma	 Palmer	 lived	 at	 “Lyndhurst”	Wash	 Road,	 Laindon	
and	at	the	outbreak	of	war	three	of	their	sons	were	in	the	Navy.	

Charles	 John	was	a	Able	Seaman	on	the	H.M.S.	Royal	Oak	when	 it	was	sunk	by	U-
Boat,	U-47	at	Scapa	Flow	on	the	14th	October	1939	with	the	loss	of	834	men.	It	was	
hit	by	four	torpedoes	and	it	went	down	inside	10	minutes.	Daisy	II	a	trawler	rescued	
386	survivors	from	the	icy,	oily	sea;	unfortunately,	Charles	was	not	one	of	them.	He	
is	honoured	at	the	Portsmouth	Naval	Memorial.	Many	years	 later	Mike	Merrison	a	
nephew	was	touring	Lancashire	when	he	dropped	into	the	Royal	Oak	pub	in	the	li`le	
village	of	Hornby	and	saw	his	uncles	name	on	the	pubs	memorable	board.	
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On	 the	 9th	 1940,	 H.M.S.	 Kelly	 commanded	 by	 Lord	 Louis	 Mountba`en	 was	
torpedoed	 by	 German	 E-Boat	 S-31	 during	 the	 Ba`le	 of	 Norway.	 Somehow	 Lord	
Mountba`en	 managed	 to	 get	 the	 severely	 damaged	 destroyer	 back	 to	 Hebburn	
Shipyard,	Tyneside.	Leading	Telegraphist	Albert	William	Palmer	was	amongst	the	27	
men	who	lost	their	lives.	His	memorial	is	in	Hebburn	Cemetery.	He	was	33	years	of	
age.	

	

HMS	Kelly	

Then	on	then	on	the	14th	October	1941,	the	second	anniversary	of	the	sinking	of	the	
Royal	Oak,	Corve`e	‘H.M.S.	Fleur	de	Lys’	was	sunk	off	the	Straits	of	Gibraltar	by	U-
boat,	 U-206.	 Among	 those	 that	 died	was	 leading	 Seaman	 Edward	 Stanley	 Palmer,	
aged	 31.	 He	 is	 honoured,	 like	 his	 brother	 Charles,	 on	 the	 Portsmouth	 Naval	
Memorial.	
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	Corve'e	

So,	within	the	space	of	two	years	three	brothers	had	died	in	acdve	service,	
unfortunately	Edward	was	on	his	way	home.	He	had	in	fact	volunteered	to	sail	with	
‘Fleur	de	Lys’.	

The	story	goes	that	Edward	had	been	requested	to	com	home	because	of	the	loss	of	
his	two	brothers?	

Their	father	Albert	died	in	December	1941	and	their	mother	in	September	1945.	We	
will	never	know	whether	their	deaths	were	a`ributable	to	the	loss	of	their	three	
sons.	They	are	buried	in	St	Nicholas	Church	Yard,	Laindon.	

The	Westley	Green	Development	of	Dry	Street,	Langdon	Hills	has	the	following	road	
named	aier	the	three	brothers	‘Palmer	Way’.	

	

Sinking	of	H.M.S.	Royal	Oak	
The	H.M.S.	Royal	Oak	saw	much	acdve	service	before	coming	to	its	tragic	end	on	14	
October	1939.	Although	lacking	speed,	the	ship	proved	its	worth	in	World	War	I	and	
during	 both	 peacedme	operadons	 and	 the	 early	 part	 of	World	War	 II.	 This	 super-
dreadnought	ba`leship	was	laid	down	in	January	1911	at	HM	Dockyard,	Devonport.	
She	was	part	of	the	five-strong	Revenge	class	and	was	the	last	ba`leship	to	be	built	
at	 Devonport.	 The	 Revenge	 class	 ships	were	 slower	 than	 their	 predecessors	 –	 the	
ships	 of	 the	 Queen	 Elizabeth	 super-dreadnought	 class.	 They	 used	 lower-powered	
engines	 and	were	 smaller	 and	 cheaper	 overall.	 This	 was	 not	 considered	 to	 be	 an	
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issue	because	the	Revenge	class	was	not	intended	to	form	a	fast	ba`leship	division	
of	the	Grand	Fleet,	instead	it	was	to	serve	in	the	main	ba`le	line.		

The	Revenge	class	ba`leships	were	also	narrower	and	 this	design	was	 intended	to	
lessen	the	roll	of	the	ships	and	make	them	more	stable	gun	plamorms.	However,	this	
narrower	 width	 meant	 it	 was	 subsequently	 difficult	 to	 upgrade	 them	 without	
compromising	their	stability	in	contrast	to	the	Queen	Elizabeth	class	ships.	The	ships	
were	 inidally	 designed	 to	 burn	 coal	 due	 to	 concerns	 about	 security	 of	 the	 oil	
supplies.	However,	during	construcdon	they	were	changed	to	burn	both	coal	and	oil.		

	

														

T h e	 HMS	 Royal	Oak	was	
launched	 in	November	 1914	 and	 commissioned	 in	May	1916.	 The	 ship	 replaced	 a	
pre-dreadnought	 ba`leship	 of	 the	 same	 name.	 She	 was	 part	 of	 the	 IV	 Ba`le	
Squadron	at	the	Ba`le	of	Jutland	in	World	War	I,	during	which	the	ship	fired	a	total	
of	38	15-inch	shells	and	managed	to	emerge	unscathed.		

Between	 the	 wars,	 the	 dudes	 of	 the	 HMS	 Royal	 Oak	 included	 non-intervendon	
patrols	in	response	to	the	Spanish	Civil	War	and	planned	exercises	(mainly	based	in	
Malta).	The	ship	first	came	to	public	nodce	due	to	a	collision	with	HMS	Campania	in	
November	 1918	 and	 then	 again	 due	 to	 the	 'Royal	 Oak	 affair'.	 This	 was	 a	 well-
publicised	disagreement	 in	1928	between	Rear-Admiral	Collard	and	 the	 ship's	 two	
most	senior	officers,	Captain	Kenneth	Gilbert	Balmain	Dewar	and	Commander	Henry	
Mardn	Daniel.	It	led	to	all	three	men	being	relieved	of	their	posidons.	

The	 ship	 was	 regularly	 and	 extensively	 refi`ed	 over	 the	 years,	 resuldng	 in	 an	
increase	 in	weight	 and	decrease	 in	 speed.	 These	 changes	 included	 the	 firng	of	 a	
wide	 range	 of	 addidonal	 and-aircrai	 armament,	 the	 provision	 of	 a	 further	 900	
tonnes	of	armour,	and	the	firng	of	an	aircrai	catapult.	The	ship's	radio	equipment,	
which	 included	 direcdon-finding	 equipment	 and	 fire-control	 directors,	 was	 also	
updated.	 The	 1924-27	 refit	 included	 the	 firng	 of	 and-torpedo	 bulges	 2.1	metres	
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wide	along	the	sides	of	the	hull.	During	the	1934-37	refit	an	addidonal	four	inches	of	
armour	was	installed	over	the	magazines	and	machinery	spaces.	

The	Revenge	class	ba`leships	were	considered	obsolete	at	the	start	of	World	War	II	
with	Winston	 Churchill	 labelling	 them	 "coffin	 ships".	 However,	 despite	 stardng	 to	
show	their	age	and	struggling	to	keep	up	with	faster	capital	ships,	they	were	heavily	
used	 –	 taking	 part	 in	 fleet	 operadons,	 shore	 bombardments,	 ship-to-ship	
engagements	and	convoy	protecdon.	Even	a	German	Bismarck	class	ba`leship	might	
have	hesitated	engaging	a	convoy	protected	by	a	Revenge	class	ba`leship.		

"The	place	where	the	German	U-boat	sank	the	Bri;sh	ba'leship	Royal	Oak	was	none	
other	 than	 the	 middle	 of	 Scapa	 Flow,	 Britain's	 greatest	 naval	 base!	 It	 sounds	
incredible..."	William	L	Shirer,	journalist,	18	October	1939.	

In	 1938,	with	 the	 threat	 of	war	 looming,	 surveys	 showed	 that	 Kirk	 Sound	 (part	 of	
Holm	Sound)	had	a	perfectly	clear	and	deep	passage	running	through	it,	300	to	400	
feet	wide.	This	posed	a	real	danger	to	Bridsh	ships	stadoned	in	Scapa	Flow.	Indeed,	a	
2,000-ton	vessel	was	said	to	have	made	 it	 through	 in	1932.	 In	an	a`empt	to	block	
the	channel	more	effecdvely	the	old	merchant	ship	Seriano	was	sunk	as	a	blockship	
on	 15	March	 1939.	 Nevertheless,	 navigable	 channels	 remained	 through	 both	 Kirk	
Sound	and	Skerry	Sound.		

The	survey	vessel	Sco`	even	reported	this	as	a	navigable	channel	in	May	1939,	400	
feet	wide	with	a	depth	of	two	fathoms	at	low	water.	In	spite	of	this	it	was	concluded	
that	the	sounds	would	be	too	hazardous	for	a	vessel	passing	through	on	the	surface.	

Admiral	 Sir	 William	 French,	 commanding	 Orkney	 and	 Shetland,	 refuted	 this	
judgement.	 He	 travelled	 through	 Kirk	 Sound	 and	 Skerry	 Sound	 in	 a	 picket	 boat	 in	
June	1939	and	determined	that	a	submarine	or	destroyer	could	make	it	through	at	
slack	water.		

Costs	slowed	the	sinking	of	more	blockships	undl	the	outbreak	of	war	when	SS	Cape	
Ortegal	was	sunk	in	Skerry	Sound.	SS	Lake	Neuchatel	was	desdned	to	be	a	blockship	
in	Kirk	Sound,	but	was	sdll	afloat	on	the	night	of	13/14	October	1939.		

The	a8ack	

Konteradmiral	Döenitz,	Commander	of	the	Submarines,	said	on	receipt	of	a	survey	
to	find	Scapa	Flow's	weakness:	"I	hold	that	a	penetradon	at	this	point	[Kirk	Sound]	
on	the	surface	at	the	turn	of	the	dde	would	be	possible	without	further	ceremony."	
Kapitänleutnant	 Günther	 Prien	was	 to	 prove	 how	 inadequate	 the	 Bridsh	 defences	
were	when	he	made	one	of	the	most	daring	a`acks	ever	recorded.	

A	 sorde	by	units	 of	 the	Kriegsmarine,	 or	German	Navy,	 including	 the	ba`lecruiser	
Gneisenau,	 the	cruiser	Köln	and	nine	destroyers,	was	 staged	 to	 tempt	units	of	 the	
Bridsh	 Home	 Fleet	 out	 of	 Scapa	 Flow	 for	 a`ack	 by	 the	 Luiwaffe.	 Although	many	
ships	of	the	Home	Fleet	did	respond,	the	Luiwaffe	did	not	engage	and	this	tacdc	lei	
Prien	with	 just	 a	 few	 ships	 in	 Scapa	Flow	as	 targets.	HMS	Royal	Oak	had	 returned	

	6



early	from	the	Home	Fleet	sweep	and	took	up	its	role	as	and-
aircrai	defence	for	the	Scapa	Flow	anchorage	and	the	Radio	
Direcdon	Finding	stadon	at	Netherbu`on.	

The	German	 submarine	U-47,	 under	 the	 command	of	 Prien,	
approached	 Scapa	 Flow	 through	 the	 narrow	 approaches	 at	
Kirk	 Sound	with	 surprising	ease.	 It	was	high	dde	and	a	 li`le	
aier	midnight	on	14	October	1939.	U-47	first	sailed	towards	
Lyness	but,	finding	no	ships	 in	the	area	and	encountering	no	
resistance,	 then	 turned	 to	 the	north	where	HMS	Royal	Oak,	
HMS	 Pegasus	 and	 possibly	 HMS	 Iron	 Duke	 were	 spo`ed.	 A	
total	of	51	ships	were	in	Scapa	Flow	at	the	dme,	18	of	which	

can	be	described	as	fighdng	ships.		

When	 the	first	 torpedo	 struck	HMS	Royal	Oak	at	12.58am,	 the	dull	 thud	confused	
the	 sailors	 –	 they	 thought	 the	 muffled	 explosions	 were	 an	 on-board	 problem,	
perhaps	an	explosion	in	the	paint	store.	They	certainly	did	not	think	it	was	a	U-boat	
a`ack.	A	second	salvo	failed	to	deliver	a	hit	but	the	confusion	surrounding	the	first	
hit	gave	Commander	Prien	an	addidonal	20	minutes	to	return	to	his	firing	posidon,	
reload,	and	fire	a	third	salvo.	This	third	discharge	landed	direct	hits	amidships.	

Such	was	the	ferocity	of	the	explosions,	the	ship	heeled	over	alarmingly	and	all	the	
lights	went	 out.	 It	 had	 been	 fine	weather	 so	 all	 of	 the	 ship's	 hatches	were	 open.	
Undoubtedly	Royal	Oak	would	have	taken	longer	to	sink	and	more	lives	would	have	
been	saved	if	the	waterdght	hatches	had	been	closed;	but	it	is	not	normal	procedure	
to	have	all	hatches	closed	when	in	a	supposedly	safe	harbour	with	no	alerts.	

When	 the	 ship	 rolled	 its	 gun	 barrels	 shiied,	 pulling	 the	 ship	 faster	 beneath	 the	
surface.	Water	 crashed	 through	 the	 open	 hatches	 and	men	 asleep	 in	 their	 bunks	
were	 unable	 to	 get	 out	 in	 dme.	 It	 took	 just	 minutes	 for	 the	 ba`leship	 to	 sink.	
Hundreds	fought	for	their	 lives	in	the	water,	trying	to	swim	for	shore	through	thick	
fuel	oil	and	in	freezing	temperatures.	A	total	of	834	men	lost	their	lives.	Many	of	the	
men	are	buried	in	the	Lyness	Royal	Naval	Cemetery	on	Hoy	(Wood,	2008,	p.92).	

A;ermath	
The	 sinking	of	HMS	Royal	Oak	was	a	notable	German	propaganda	 coup.	However,	
there	 is	conjecture	 that	she	may	not	have	been	the	only	Bridsh	ship	struck	by	 the	
German	 forces	 that	 night.	 Prien's	 account	 stated	 that	 he	 hit	 another	 ship	 –	 the	
ba`lecruiser	HMS	Repulse.	This	warship	had,	in	fact,	lei	that	day	with	the	rest	of	the	
fleet.	However,	 it	 is	possible	that	U-47	hit	the	Bridsh	Atlandc	Fleet's	Flagship,	HMS	
Iron	Duke.	On	17	October	a	Luiwaffe	squadron	a`acked	HMS	Iron	Duke	as	she	lay	
beached	 at	 Lyness.	 When	 the	 a`ack	 commenced	 it	 is	 claimed	 that	 the	 ship	 was	
already	 lisdng	 heavily	 and	 had	 a	 large	 hole	 in	 the	 bow.	 Metal	 Industries	 were	
engaged	 in	 pumping	 out	 the	 vessel	 and	 patching	 the	 hull.	 The	 Bridsh	 Admiralty	
never	confirmed	that	HMS	Iron	Duke	had	been	hit	but	it	has	been	argued	that	it	was	
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deemed	too	sensidve	to	report	that	the	Fleet's	Flagship	had	also	been	torpedoed	on	
the	same	night	as	Royal	Oak	was	lost.	

Later	it	was	discovered	that	Prien	never	subscribed	to	many	of	the	claims	a`ributed	
to	him.	His	ghost-wri`en	account	was	 inevitably	embellished	by	propaganda	and	it	
has	 taken	 some	 work	 to	 untangle	 his	 original	 account.	 In	 1978	 Karl	 Dönitz,	 who	
became	 head	 of	 the	 German	 navy	 during	 World	 War	 II,	 said	 that	 Prien’s	
idendficadon	of	the	HMS	Repulse	at	anchor	came	from	the	German	High	Command:	

Lt.	 Prien	 arrived	 home	 safely,	 was	 told	 he	 had	 torpedoed	 Repulse,	 heard	 the	
evidence	and	didn’t	 like	 it.	Except	when	cornered	by	quesdons	he	avoided	posidve	
idendficadon	of	Repulse	wherever	possible."		

Despite	 conspiracy	 theories	 that	 HMS	 Royal	 Oak	 sank	 as	 a	 result	 of	 sabotage,	
involving	a	bomb	in	the	explosives	store,	the	damage	to	the	ship	has	been	confirmed	
as	external.	Moreover,	the	gaping	torpedo	holes	reveal	why	she	sank	so	quickly.	

The	vessel's	 torpedo	bulge,	although	modernised	 in	1934,	had	been	fi`ed	 in	1922	
and	was	designed	to	withstand	torpedoes	with	450	to	500	pounds	of	explosives.	By	
World	War	II	torpedoes	were	more	powerful	and	so	ships	like	HMS	Royal	Oak	could	
fall	prey	to	a	few	well-placed	torpedoes.	

In	a	film	recording	of	Prien	discussing	his	acdons	he	says:		
"Inside	of	Scapa	Flow,	 the	harbour	of	 the	English	sea	 force,	 it	was	absolutely	dead	
calm	in	there.	The	endre	bay	was	alight	because	of	bright	northern	lights.	We	then	
cruised	in	the	bay	for	approximately	one	and	a	half	hour,	chose	our	targets,	fired	our	
torpedoes.	 In	 the	next	moment	 there	was	a	bang	and	 the	next	moment	 the	Royal	
Oak	blew	up.	The	view	was	indescribable.	And	we	sneaked	out,	in	a	similar	fashion	
as	we	got	in,	close	past	the	enemy	guards,	and	they	did	not	see	us.	You	can	imagine	
the	excitement	and	happiness	we	all	 felt,	about	 the	 fact	 that	we	managed	to	 fulfil	
our	task	and	achieve	such	a	huge	victory	for	Germany."		

The	realisadon	that	U-47	had	entered	Scapa	Flow	through	Kirk	Sound	prompted	the	
immediate	sinking	of	further	blockships.	By	1940	the	Churchill	Barriers	were	under	
construcdon	and,	when	completed,	they	permanently	blocked	the	eastern	entrances	
to	Scapa	Flow.	

History	of	U-47	

U-47,	a	type	VII	submarine,	was	laid	down	in	Kiel	on	27	February	1937,	launched	on	
29	 October	 1938	 and	 commissioned	 on	 17	 December	 1938	 under	 command	 of	
Günther	 Prien.	He	was	 awarded	 the	Knight's	 Cross	 of	 the	 Iron	Cross	 First	 Class	 by	
Adolf	Hitler.	He	commanded	U-47	through	10	patrols,	sinking	30	ships	in	the	process.	
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The	last	radio	message	from	U-47	was	received	on	the	morning	of	7	March	1941	
from	the	North	Atlandc	near	the	Rockall	Banks.	The	sinking	of	U-47	has	always	been	
a`ributed	to	the	Bridsh	destroyer	HMS	Wolverine.	What	actually	happened	remains	
confusing,	but	accounts	indicate	that	the	destroyer	kept	up	a	sustained	a`ack	on	an	
unknown	U-boat	resuldng	in	its	probable	destrucdon.	All	that	is	definitely	known	is	
that	U-47	failed	to	report	back	to	headquarters	aier	7	March	1941.	

More	than	1,200	men	and	boys	were	serving	on	HMS	Royal	Oak	on	the	night	of	14	
October	1939.	A	total	of	834	were	killed	when	the	ba`leship	was	lost.		

In	addiDon	to	Able	Seaman	Charles	john	Palmer	from	London,	Able	Seaman	John	
Gilbert	Searl	from	Vange	also	lost	his	life	in	the	sinking	they	were	amongst	the	first	
servicemen	from	the	Borough	to	be	killed	in	the	Second	World	War.	
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