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The Ships’ Bells in the Bute Museum: their Provenance and History 
 
Ian Maclagan 

       
The three ships’ bells in the Bute Museum are connected to each other and to HMS Varbel, the 
name given to The Kyles of Bute Hydropathic in Port Bannatyne which served as the headquarters 
of the 12th Submarine Flotilla during World War II. The 12th Submarine Flotilla operated Britain’s 
midget submarines and human torpedoes or chariots. 
 
The oldest of the three bells1 is of solid brass. Its clapper has an elaborately knotted rope handle. 
The bell is mounted in a varnished mahogany stand or tabernacle2 across the top of which is carved 
in block capitals HMS Varbel 1942. The letters and numbers are picked out in gold on a mid blue 
background. Inscribed on the bell in block capitals is the name of the ship to which it originally 
belonged, namely London Merchant of 1923. 

The bell from 
 SS London Merchant. 

The Kyles of Bute Hydropathic – HMS Varbel 1942 - 1945.  

Transactions of the Buteshire Natural History Society vol XXVII (2008) 
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In the middle, age-wise, is the bell3 from the first HMS Rothesay (J19), a second World War 
Bangor class minesweeper. This bell is of solid brass and on it is inscribed the ship’s name and the 
date of her construction 1940. The reverse has a Board of Ordnance stamp. Also in the museum are 
the ship’s crest4 and the ship’s battle honours5, which were carried by the second ship to bear the 
name. The minesweeper saw service in the English Channel from her commissioning until 1945, off 
the North African coast in 1942/43, at Sicily and Salerno in 1943 and at Anzio and off the South of 
France in 1944.6 Rothesay was broken up in 1950 by T.W. Ward at Milford Haven. 
 

 
 
 

 
HMS Rothesay (1940) Her sweeping gear is clearly visible at the stern. 

 
Rothesay (1940)7 
Builders: William Hamilton & Co Ltd, Port Glasgow (launched 18 March 1941) 
605/656 tons (displacement standard/fully loaded) 
174.0 ft oa (162.0 bp) x 28.5 x 9.5 
Machinery: (Built by Whites Marine Engineering, Hebburn) 2 x geared steam turbines 2400 shp = 
16 knots. 2 x Admiralty small tube type boilers 
Complement: 60 

Armament: 1 x 3 in AA, 1 x 2 pdr and 2 x 20 mm AA guns 
Pennant No: J19 

The bell from 
HMS Rothesay 

(1940). 



58 

 

The newest of the three bells8 is of chromium plated steel. Inscribed on the exterior of the bell in 
block capitals is the ship’s name HMS Rothesay (F107) and the date of her construction 1960. The 
letters and numerals are painted in red. Inscribed inside the bell round its rim are the names of the 
children for whom it served as a font. Complementing this bell the museum also has the port side 
name board from Rothesay (a varnished mahogany board through which are bolted chromium 
plated letters spelling Rothesay9) Rothesay’s crest10 and a tiny waterline model of the ship.11  

 
The frigate, which gave her name to the class, was one of nine. Their primary task was anti-
submarine warfare. In 1961, while at Halifax, Nova Scotia, Rothesay was diverted to Bermuda to 
protect British interests in Cuba. After only six years in service Rothesay’s armament was 
modernised. Between 1966 and 1968 her 40mm guns were replaced by Seacat missiles and one of her 
anti-submarine mortars was sacrificed to accommodate a flight deck and hanger for a helicopter. In 
1969 she landed troops on Anguila. In 1973 she undertook “Cod War” fishery protection duties. In 
1977 she attended the Silver Jubilee Fleet Review. In 1985 she had a final refit before being paid off 
on 13 March 1988 and being broken up in Spain. Rothesay visited Rothesay several time during her 
career. The class had exceptional sea keeping qualities and was extremely manoeuvrable. At 30 
knots only 1.5 minutes were required to bring the ship to a stop. 

 
 

The bell from 
HMS Rothesay 

(1960). 

HMS Rothesay (1960) on builders’ trials in the Firth of Clyde. 
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Rothesay (1960)12 

Builders: Yarrow & Co Ltd, Scotstoun, Glasgow (launched 9 December 1957; completed 23 
April 1960) 
2380/2800 tons (displacement standard/fully loaded) 
370.0 ft oa (360.0 wl) x 41.0 x 17.3 
Machinery: 2 x double reduction geared steam turbines 30000 shp = 30 knots: 2 x Babcock & 
Wilcox boilers 
Complement: 235 (15 officers 220 ratings)  
Armament (following rebuild): 2 x 4.5 in and 2 x 20 mm guns: 1 x Seacat Missile System: 1 x 
Limbo 3 barrelled Mortar Mk 10: 1 x Wasp helicopter armed with homing torpedoes 
Pennant No: F107  
 

It is however the bell from the SS London Merchant which has a place in Scottish history 
and literature. The Neptune Steam Navigation Co Ltd was established in 1891. In 1906 on 
account of financial difficulties it was forced to sell seven of its ships. These were purchased 
by Furness Withy & Co Ltd. The company itself and its remaining ships were purchased by 
Furness Withy in 1910. About 1920 Furness Withy ordered six turbine shelter deck cargo 
ships of approximately 7900 gross tons each, from the Furness Shipbuilding Co Ltd of 
Haverton Hill on the River Tees with which it was connected. One of the six ships was the 
London Merchant, which was allocated to the Neptune Steam Navigation Co Ltd. Her 
sisters were allocated to other companies in the group.13 

 

The London Merchant’s keel (yard no.19) was laid on 9 September 1920. The ship was 
launched on 15 November 1921. She ran trials on 25 May 1923 and was delivered to her 
owners the same day. In her builders’ order book she is described as being of two decks and 
a shelter deck.14 She cost £458,598.15  

 
The London Merchant was fairly utilitarian in appearance. With little sheer, only a very 
slightly raked stem, a cruiser stern with a very pronounced overhang which looked more 
like a counter stern, and unraked masts and funnel she looked stiff. She had a forecastle but 
no poop. Amidships was a three deck bridge structure upon which the single cylindrical 
funnel was mounted and four lifeboats were carried under quadrantal davits. Forward of the 
superstructure were three holds each served by a single hatch. Between hatches 1 and 2 was a 
goalpost structure, with derricks serving holds 1 and 2, and the pole foremast. This mast 
supported a heavy lift derrick serving hold 2. Between hatches 2 and 3 was a second goal post 
structure with derricks serving holds 2 and 3. Another three holds served by four hatches 
were situated aft of the superstructure. Between hatches 4 and 5 and between hatches 5 and 6 
were another two goal post structures with derricks. The author has been unable to ascertain 
the position of the bulkheads that separated holds 4, 5 and 6, nor which derricks served 
which holds. Between hatches 6 and 7 was a pair of king posts and derricks serving hold 6 
only. The mainmast was stepped on the crossbar of the aftermost goal post. 
   
The London Merchant and her sisters were principally employed on their owners’ London 
to Philadelphia and New York run and on through the Panama Canal to the west coast 
ports of the United States and Canada as far as Vancouver. However the Wall Street crash of 
1929 and the resulting recession of the 1930s hit them hard and they became unprofitable. 
Five of the six sisters, including the London Merchant were withdrawn. The London 
Merchant was the first to be laid up. She arrived at her lay up mooring in the River 
Blackwater just north of the Thames Estuary on 12 April 1930 and there she appears to have 
lain, no doubt becoming more and more rusty, for the next five years. In 1934 the Neptune 
Steam Navigation Co was amalgamated with two other companies in the group and in 1935 
the London Merchant and three of her sisters were sold.16 
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SS London Merchant in Canadian waters. 
 
London Merchant17 (launched but not registered as Canadiana) 

Builders: Furness Shipbuilding Co Ltd, Haverton Hill 
Owners: Furness Withy & Co Ltd 
Registered at London 
Official No. 147482 
7940 GRT 5032 Net 
471.7 ft oa (450.4  bp) x 58.1  x 38.3 
Machinery (Built by John Brown & Co Ltd, Clydebank under licence from Parsons Marine Steam 
Turbine Co Ltd, Wallsend): 2 steam turbines single reduction geared to single screw shaft  
1012 nhp  4600 ihp 
+100A1 Shelter deck with freeboard: Two decks and shelter deck (all steel) 
Funnel colours 18 : Black with broad red hoop 
House flag19 : White background with blue St George’s cross superimposed, the arms of the cross 
meeting in a red circle; blue letters N S N C clockwise in the four corners 
International Code: KPBH 
 

The London Merchant was purchased by the Charante Steamship Co Ltd for £45,355 – less than 
10% of what she cost to build – and renamed Politician. Her new owners had weathered the reces-
sion through cautious and conservative rebuilding after the first World War. Charante was managed 
by Thos & Jas Harrison Ltd of Liverpool.20 Under Harrison Line colours she sailed from London, 
Liverpool and Glasgow to South Africa, the West Indies and Central America. Her career with 
Harrisons was however relatively brief. In the late afternoon of 3 February 1941 Politician left her 
berth in Liverpool’s Alexandra Dock and anchored in the Mersey. At 9.09 am the following morn-
ing she weighed anchor and sailed on what was to be her final voyage. Her destination was King-
ston, Jamaica and New Orleans, USA. Surprisingly she was not in convoy. Under the command of 
Captain Beaconsfield Worthington she was routed through the Irish Sea, the North Channel, the 
Sea of the Hebrides and the Minch to reach the Atlantic round the Butt of Lewis. However, early 
on 5 February 1941 in gale force conditions and with lighthouses either dimmed or extinguished, 
she stranded on rocks off Roshinish Point on the island of Eriskay.21 

 

Having passed through the North Channel between Rathlin Island and the Mull of Kintyre the  
Politician shaped a course west of Islay to a point some ten miles south-west of Skerryvore. This 
would have kept her clear of Tiree and given her a clear run northwards through the Sea of the 
Hebrides until she was in the Little Minch between South Uist and Skye. Having rounded Skerry-
vore she ought to have been steering approximately 013° true (13° east of true north and approxi-
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mately 029° east of magnetic north at that time). However by the time Eriskay was on her port 
beam she was about ten miles off course to the west. A south to south-westerly gale was blowing 
which, while pushing Politician on her way, may also have caused her to yaw making steering diffi-
cult. It is unlikely that tidal forces could have had much effect on the Politician as tidal streams in 
the Sea of the Hebrides are generally weak. Another possibility is that Politician simply “missed the 
turning” at Skerryvore and sailed too far to the north-west before altering course to starboard on to 
013°. Whatever the reason, at 7.40 am land was sighted 5-6 points (circa 56° – 67°) on the starboard 
bow. This must have been Ru Melvick, the south-eastmost point of South Uist. Somehow she had 
missed both the unnamed rocks to the south-east of Eriskay and the Hartamul rocks due south of 
Ru Melvick. The Politician must have been perilously close to the South Uist shore when land was 
sighted as, not only was the helm put over hard to port, but the engine was ordered to be put full 
astern. It is not clear where the Chief Officer, Mr RA Swain, who was on watch, thought he was. 
His actions were consistent with him having assumed that the land was Skye and that deep water 
and safety lay to the west. But it was not Skye and by altering course to the west he was standing in 
to even greater danger. Had Mr Swain thought he was closing any of the outer isles from Berneray 
northwards then he would surely have altered course to the east to take the Politician back into the 
deep water of the Sea of the Hebrides. Minutes after altering course more land was sighted dead 
ahead (presumably Calvay island or Eriskay itself) and before any further action could be taken the 
Politician grounded. Miraculously all 50 of the crew were saved, notwithstanding in her second 
distress call put out at 8.22 am the Politician reported that she was:  

“Ashore south of Barra island, pounding heavily.”22  
 

The first salvage contract was entered into on 10 February between Harrisons and the Liverpool & 
Glasgow Salvage Association23 (acting as Admiralty agents) who had a base at Port Bannatyne dur-
ing World War II. This contract was on the basis of a guaranteed payment of expenses up to a limit 
of £5,000 and an additional award to be fixed by negotiation or arbitration based on the value of the 
ship itself (net of the cost of repairs and salvage costs) and any cargo salvaged. A considerable quan-
tity of cargo and some of the ship’s equipment worth some £38,340 in total was salvaged between 
16 February and 12 March 1941 on which latter date the Liverpool & Glasgow Salvage Association 

SS Politician departing from the Mersey for Beira on 18 April 1936. 
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abandoned their operations. Within weeks it became obvious that the Politician was a constructive 
total loss and on 24 February the owners gave notice of abandonment of the vessel to the under-
writers.24 On 27 February Harrisons wrote to the shippers: 

“SS Politician for Kingston and New Orleans. 
We regret to inform you that the above named steamer after leaving Liverpool went 
aground and became a total loss. Some of the cargo is being salved and will be forwarded to 
Glasgow…..”25 

 
In April a second salvage contract was entered into between the Salvage Association of London on 
behalf of the insurers and the British Iron & Steel Corporation (Salvage) Ltd on a “no cure no pay” 
basis. For any salvage effected payment was to be on the basis of 50% of the net value of cargo sal-
vaged with varying amounts for the salvage of scrap from the vessel’s hull or the refloating of the 
vessel herself. Again a considerable quantity of cargo, mainly damaged whisky, was salvaged.26 
 
On 20 September 1941 the British Iron & Steel Corporation succeeded in refloating the Politician 
with the intention of towing her to the shelter of Loch Boisdale in South Uist. Before the Politi-
cian could be safely moored or beached she had to be hurriedly beached and abandoned when the 
Admiralty tug HMS Marauder (W98), which had her in tow, was summoned to assist another ship 
in difficulties. During the first ten days of November 1941 the Politician sustained serious addi-
tional damage in heavy storms and broke her back, apparently in the vicinity of holds 5 and 6. Due 
to the prevalence of bad weather, mostly south-easterly gales, and the exposed position in which the 
vessel was lying salvage operations were suspended until the following April and some thought was 
given to cutting the hull into two sections at the forward end of the boiler room, to facilitate the 
salvage of the hull itself.27 
 
At the beginning of August 1942 the forward section of the vessel was refloated by the salvors and 
towed to Kames Bay on the Isle of Bute where it was beached and completely broken up by WH 
Arnot Young & Co Ltd, the Glasgow shipbreakers.28 The author has been unable to ascertain 
whether the hull was parted in line with the storm damage or at the forward end of the boiler 
room. The after section of the hull was too badly damaged to be moved and was broken up for 
scrap where it lay. Work on it lasted until July 1944 when what remained of the hull was aban-
doned to the elements. 
 
Politician’s name appears in Lloyd’s Register for 1940/41, but not in that for 1941/42.29 A detailed 
account of the stranding and the salvage operations is contained in Appendix I. 

SS Politician canting at Prince’s Dock, Glasgow. 
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Politician30 
Owners: Charante Steamship Co Ltd (Managers: Thos & Jas Harrison Ltd) 
Re-registered at Liverpool 
7939 GRT 5048 Net 
Funnel colours31 : Black top over white hoop over red hoop over white hoop over black base 
House flag32 :  white with large red Maltese Cross 

International Code: GJQN 
 

On the Politician’s final manifest were some 22,000 cases of whisky destined for the USA to 
provide dollars with which to purchase military hardware. Some of the whisky was salvaged by the 
islanders. How much will never be known, but with most good tales, the amount increases with 
each telling. In 1947 Sir Compton Mackenzie wrote the novel “Whisky Galore”.33 It featured a 
cargo ship called the Cabinet Minister which stranded on the island of Little Todday while 
carrying a cargo of luxury whisky. As in real life the islanders salvaged the whisky. The book was 
later made into a film. The Politician was the role model for the Cabinet Minister. 

SS Politician shortly after she ran aground off Eriskay. As some of her derricks have 
been raised this photo must have been taken after the salvage vessel Ranger con-
nected steam pipes to the stricken vessel on 16 February 1941. 

 SS Politician aground off Eriskay showing her broken rudder stock . 
Considerable damage was recorded in way of her stern frame. 
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Exactly how the Politician’s bell got from Eriskay to 
Bute seemed like remaining a mystery until the author 
discovered a police report from the village constable at 
Port Bannatyne to the chief constable of the Buteshire 
Constabulary at Rothesay. 
 
The 22,000 cases of whisky which the Politician was 
carrying was only part of a general cargo which included 
bales of mattresses and towels, reels of cable and 
telephone equipment, cases of chloroform and glycerine, 
surgical apparatus, water equipment, grease, plain paper 
and envelopes, thread, locomotive axles and tyres and 
last, but not least, eight cases containing 290,000 unissued 
Jamaican 10/- (50p) notes. Although it is the whisky for 
which the Politician is remembered and which resulted 
in several islanders appearing before Sheriff substitute 
Douglas A Donald in Lochmaddy Sheriff Court on 
charges of theft, it was the currency notes which 
produced the evidence as to the eventual fate of the ship 
herself. The boxes containing the notes were thought to 
have been stowed in number 6 hold, but were not found 
there by the Liverpool & Glasgow Salvage Association. 
One case was found to have been forced open on board 
the ship, the contents removed, and the case discarded 
into number 6 hold. Two intact cases were recovered on 
board and were shipped to Glasgow on the coaster 
Glenshira for onward transmission to London. The 
other five cases were apparently washed out when the 
ship broke her back and their contents “went into 
circulation” in Benbecula and the Uists. In addition to 
the notes which surfaced in the Western Isles, between 
1941 and 1958 notes turned up in such diverse locations 
as the north-east of Scotland, the midlands of England, 
Ireland, Malta, Canada, the USA, Switzerland and of 
course Jamaica. On 31 October 1942 it was reported to 
PC 13 David Richardson, the local “bobby” at Port 
Bannatyne, that an old Irishman named Robert Stewart 
had been handing out Jamaican 10/- notes in the Victoria 
Hotel, Rothesay and the Anchor Tavern, Port 
Bannatyne. PC Richardson’s investigations  resulted in a 
record surviving that Stewart found loose notes on board 
the Politician while he was employed as a salvage 
foreman by WH Arnot Young & Company. Both 
Stewart and the British Iron & Steel Corporation’s 
salvage officer recounted to the police constable that 
Politician had been brought back from Eriskay to the 
head of Kames Bay where she was then (the beginning of 
November 1942) in process of being cut up. 
 
This report proves beyond reasonable doubt that the 
forward section of the Politician was salvaged and 
broken up in Kames Bay. The bell was obviously still on 
board and having reached Bute was reused on board 
Varbel, presumably having either been sold or gifted by 

Deck view of SS Politician looking forward 
from the top of the aft deckhouse during 
the salvage operations, but before she 
broke her back. 
  The ship’s own derricks appear to be in 
use and there is a considerable amount of 
debris on deck. The ship’s davits have been 
swung out and are devoid  of lifeboats. 

HMS Varbel flying the white ensign. 
The Cowal hills are in the background on 
the far side of Kames Bay. The entrance to 
Loch Striven, where the submariners 
trained, is off the picture to the left. 
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either the British Iron & Steel Corporation or Arnot Young to the Royal Navy. When Varbel was 
decommissioned on 15 May 1945 the London Merchant’s bell was left in the entrance hall of the 
Hydro. When the Hydro itself closed in the late 1970s the bell and its tabernacle were left to their 
fate. By 1981 the building was in such a dangerous state that it had to be demolished by Argyll and 
Bute District Council. Thanks to the vigilance and intervention of the District Councillor for 
North Bute, Mr Robert R Reid, the bell and its tabernacle were saved and were gifted by Argyll and 
Bute District Council to the Bute Museum. However until the author researched the bell’s history 
in 2001 its provenance was unknown. 
 
The connection with the bell from the first HMS Rothesay is somewhat tenuous, but there is a 
connection and it is worth recording. At the same time as Rothesay was sweeping channels for the 
Allied forces that were to invade Sicily (which included 241 (2nd Bute) Anti-Tank Battery34 of the 
Royal Artillery) the charioteers from Varbel were surveying the landing beaches. The bell was 
gifted by the Royal Navy to Rothesay Town Council when the ship was decommissioned and 
gifted by Argyll and Bute Council to the museum when the Council Chamber in the County 
Building was closed. 
 
The connection with the bell from the second Rothesay is more real. During World War II 
Lieutenant Godfrey Place was based at Varbel and commanded two midget submarines, firstly 
HMS/M X4 and latterly HMS/M X7. On 22 September 1943 while in command of X7 and taking 
part in Operation Source (the attack on the German battleship Tirpitz in Kaa Fjord in northern 
Norway), Place’s bravery resulted in him being awarded the Victoria Cross, the Citation for which 
is reproduced in Appendix II. From 2 October 1961 until 12 December 1963 Place, who was by 
then Captain (F) 6th Frigate Squadron, commanded the frigate Rothesay. He retired with the rank 
of Rear-Admiral. The bell was gifted by the Royal Navy to The Winter Garden Trustees when the 
ship was decommissioned and gifted by The Winter Garden Trustees to the museum when the 
Winter Garden Trust was wound up. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The modernised HMS Rothesay as leader of the 6th Frigate Squadron. 
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Appendix I 

 
SS POLITICIAN 

 
LIVERPOOL TO KINGSTON (JAMAICA) & NEW ORLEANS 

B WORTHINGTON - MASTER 
DIVISION OF CHARGES ON & NET PROCEEDS OF CARGO & SHIP’S MATERIALS SALVED 

STATEMENT OF THE FACTS 
(Per Logbooks, Protest & correspondence)35 

 
The vessel sailed from Liverpool for Kingston and New Orleans on the 3rd February 1941 with cargo. 
During the night of 4th/5th there was a southerly gale with a rough sea and swell and the sky was overcast. 
On the 5th at approximately 7.40am land was observed 5-6 points on the starboard bow and the helm was put 
hard-a-port and the engines worked full astern. The vessel swung to port and shortly afterwards land 
appeared ahead and at about 7.45am the vessel grounded approximately 1 mile west of Ru Melvich in the 
south of South Uist Island. The engine room became flooded and the engines were out of action and at 
8.05am the engineers rang finished with engines. Soundings were taken and the vessel appeared to be 
aground aft and afloat forward. Both anchors were let go and at 10.30am No 4 lifeboat left the vessel with 26 
men. The lifeboat was washed ashore, but the crew landed without any injuries. At 2.00pm the weather was 
moderating and at 3.00pm the boat’s crew returned to the vessel in a fishing boat. At 4.45pm an RNLI 
lifeboat took the crew off the ship to Castlebay for safety. During the pm soundings of the holds showed as 
follows:- No 1, 2 ft 3 ins port and starboard; No 2, 9 ins port and 3 ins starboard; No 3 full port and 
starboard; Nos 4 & 5 - water level. On the 6th at 9.00am part of the crew left Castlebay on RNL boat and at 
11.20am arrived on board the vessel where the situation was found unchanged. At 4.00pm part of the crew 
returned to Castlebay with all baggage in Nos 1 & 3 lifeboats towed by RNL boat and the remaining crew 
proceeded to Lochboisdale by fishing boat. The soundings in the holds were unchanged. On the 7th there was 
a strong wind with heavy rain squalls, but at 2.00pm the weather moderated and at 3.30pm the Master, Chief 
Officer and part crew left for the vessel. At 4.30pm they arrived and boarded her and found the situation 
unchanged. At 5.30pm the crew left the vessel for Lochboisdale. (Soundings) 
 
On the 8th at 10.30am Commander Kay (Chief Salvage Officer of the Liverpool & Glasgow Salvage 
Association) and a number of the crew boarded the vessel. A survey was carried out and at 4.30pm they left 
the vessel. (Soundings) On the 9th and 10th the vessel was visited by a part crew. (Soundings) On the 11th the 
salvage steamer Ranger arrived and Commander Kay, Master and crew proceeded out to the vessel, but were 
unable to board her owing to the unfavourable weather. On the 12th, 13th & 14th it was not possible to board 
the vessel on account of the south-easterly gales. On the 15th the vessel was boarded by Commander Kay, 
Master and part crew, also a diver who examined the ship’s bottom and reported fractures in way of the 
bilge below the main injection, also considerable damage in way of the stern frame. (Soundings) On the 16th 
at 9.15am the crew boarded the vessel from the Ranger, steam pipes were connected from the Ranger, the 
forward derricks hoisted and all the mails and special cargo, except 1 case for New Orleans, were discharged 
into the Ranger in charge of Post Office officials. Divers also made an examination and at 4.15pm the vessel 
was left for the night. On the 17th it was impossible to board the vessel owing to the weather conditions. On 
the 18th at 9.30am the crew boarded the vessel and at 11.00am the discharge of cargo from No 2 hold into the 
coaster Corteen was commenced. At 5.45pm discharging ceased for the day and at 6.00pm the crew left the 
ship. On the 19th and 20th the discharge of cargo into the Corteen was continued and on the latter day the 
engine room was examined by divers. On the 21st the discharge of cargo from No 1 hold was commenced 
and divers examined the vessel. 
 
Following the diver’s examination and a pumping test which was carried out in No 5 hold, the Liverpool & 
Glasgow Salvage Association advised the Ship Owners that after full consideration they considered that the 
salvage of the vessel was impracticable and that they proposed to discharge the balance of cargo which could 
be recovered without diving, except possibly salt, which they did not think would pay the cost of salvage 
and then withdraw from the case. 
 
On the 22nd the discharge of cargo from No 3 hold was commenced and at 3.00pm was completed and work 
was resumed at No 2 hold. At 5.00pm the Corteen was completely loaded and at 5.15pm the crew left the 
ship. On the 23rd and 24th the crew were on board dismantling the gun and employed variously. On the 24th, 
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in view of the advices received from the salvors, the shipowners gave notice of abandonment of the vessel to 
the Underwriters. The Liverpool & Glasgow Salvage Association subsequently continued to salve sound and 
other readily available cargo as weather permitted and land it at Glasgow by coaster until about the 12th 
March when they abandoned the operations. 
 
Early in April arrangements were made with the British Iron & Steel Corporation (Salvage) Ltd to attempt 
to recover further cargo and ship’s materials or, if possible, refloat the vessel.  In May these salvors 
accordingly commenced operations by the use of the salvage vessel Assistance, coasters and lighters. The 
operations were continued in the following months and the cargo which was salved was landed at Troon or 
other ports and forwarded to Glasgow. 
 
On the 20th September 1941 the salvors succeeded in refloating the vessel and commenced to move her to 
Lochboisdale where it was intended to complete the necessary work to enable her to be transported to the 
Clyde for dry-docking. The vessel, however, proved to be extremely tender during the move under 
compressed air and was unable to retain air, which necessitated beaching her again between Eriskay and 
Lochboisdale. 
 
On the 7th October and subsequently the damage to the vessel was examined by Messrs JB Cousins & Sons. 
Before the further work of tightening could be carried out the vessel sustained further serious damage owing 
to pounding and striking the bottom during heavy storms between the 8th and 10th November. On the 1st 
December the vessel was again inspected by the surveyors who reported that refloating the vessel would be 
impracticable. 
 
During the ensuing months the Salvors continued the salvage of cargo and also proceeded with stripping the 
wreck from which a substantial quantity of scrap was recovered. 
 
The salvage operations were finally abandoned about the middle of July 1944. 

 
Appendix II 

 

CITATION FOR VICTORIA CROSS 
 

ADMIRALTY 
 
Whitehall 22nd February 1944 
 
The KING has been graciously pleased to approve the award of the VICTORIA CROSS for valour to: 
Lieutenant Basil Charles Godfrey Place, DSC Royal Navy 
Lieutenant Donald Cameron RNR 
 
Lieutenants Place and Cameron were the Commanding Officers of two of His Majesty’s Midget Submarines 
X7 and X6 which on 22nd September 1943 carried out a most daring and successful attack on the German 
Battleship Tirpitz, moored in the protected anchorage of Kaafiord, North Norway. 
To reach the anchorage necessitated the penetration of an enemy minefield and a passage of fifty miles up the 
fiord, known to be vigilantly patrolled by the enemy and to be guarded by nets, gun defences and listening 
posts, this after a passage of at least a thousand miles from base. 
Having successfully eluded all these hazards and entered the fleet anchorage, Lieutenants Place and Cameron, 
with a complete disregard for danger, worked their small craft past the close anti-submarine and torpedo nets 
surrounding the Tirpitz, and from a position inside these nets, carried out a cool and determined attack. 
Whilst they were still inside the nets a fierce enemy counter attack by guns and depth charges developed 
which made their withdrawal impossible. Lieutenants Place and Cameron therefore scuttled their craft to 
prevent them falling into the hands of the enemy. Before doing so they took every measure to ensure the 
safety of their crews, the majority of whom, together with themselves, were subsequently taken prisoner. 
In the course of the operation these very small craft pressed home their attack to the full, in doing so 
accepting all the dangers inherent in such vessels and facing every possible hazard which ingenuity could 
devise for the protection in harbour of vitally important Capital Ships. 
The courage, endurance and utter contempt for danger in the immediate face of the enemy shown by 
Lieutenants Place and Cameron during this determined and successful attack were supreme. 



68 

 

Sources and Notes 
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